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Abstract 
Adult Graduates’ Perceptions of the Value of a Bachelor’s Degree 
Earned Online From a Private Research University: 
A Qualitative Case Study 
Eric J. Hagan 
Elizabeth Haslam, Ph.D. 
 
 
 
 
 
This qualitative case study examined the life impact of earning an online Bachelor’s 
degree as an adult from a large private East Coast research university. As the number of 
adult students and the popularity of online learning continue to increase, there is a need 
for improved understanding of the value of online degree programs for adult students. 
This study was designed to answer the following research questions: How do adult 
Bachelor’s degree completers describe the impact of earning their degree? What larger 
contextual and environmental conditions affect these graduates’ perceptions of value? 
The primary source of data was personal interviews of 24 recent adult graduates (age 30 
or older at time of graduation). The themes that arose out of an inductive analysis of the 
interview data formed the findings of the study. Study participants experienced their 
degree programs as rigorous and stated that online learning provided them with essential 
time and place flexibility that enabled them to complete a Bachelor’s degree. Participants 
described outcomes including career benefits, a sense of accomplishment, increased 
confidence and self-esteem, family benefits, and improved knowledge and skills. Many 
participants continued on to graduate school or plan to do so. Participants perceived that 
the reputation and prestige of the research university provided significant incremental 
value. Some participants described a stigma associated with online learning, but felt that 
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the academic reputation of the research university reduced or eliminated any negative 
perception that might otherwise be associated with online learning. The findings of this 
study are consistent with previous findings of positive outcomes for adult college 
graduates. This study extends the previous body of research by suggesting that the online 
delivery modality does not negatively affect the outcomes experienced by adult 
Bachelor’s degree graduates of a research university. Recommendations include 
continued development of adult-oriented online Bachelor’s degree completion programs 
in research institutions as well as additional research to determine whether the findings of 
this study hold true in other higher education contexts and to determine the extent to 
which student characteristics affect the outcomes of earning a degree in adulthood.  
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Chapter One: Introduction 
Overview 
This qualitative case study examined the impact of earning a Bachelor’s degree on 
the lives of adult students recently graduated from one of several similar online degree 
completion programs designed for part-time adult students and offered by a large private 
East Coast comprehensive research university. As the number of adult students and the 
popularity of online learning continue to increase, there is a need for improved 
understanding of the value of such programs to adult students. 
It is hoped that the knowledge generated by this study affords new insights and in 
so doing will affect higher education practice by allowing program architects to better 
design adult-oriented Bachelor’s degree completion programs to meet adult student 
needs. The research method for this study was qualitative case study. The primary source 
of data was personal interviews of 24 recent adult graduates.  
This chapter begins with background and contextual information, a statement of 
the research problem, the purpose of the study, the research questions, and the research 
approach. The chapter closes with information on the researcher, the rationale for and 
significance of the study, definitions of terms used in this document and limitations. 
Background and Context 
Need for increased college degree attainment by adult students. In a nationally 
televised speech to Congress, President Barack Obama identified increased educational 
attainment as a national priority both to increase the nation’s competitiveness and to 
assure that Americans can secure high-paying jobs. In his address, President Obama set a 
goal that by 2020 the United States would regain its status as the country with the highest 
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percentage of college graduates in the world (“President Obama’s Address to Congress,” 
2009). Similar goals have been set by advocacy groups and state policy makers (Pusser, 
Breneman, Gansneder, Kohl, Levin, Milam & Turner, 2007; State Higher Education 
Executive Officers, 2008).  
If national goals for postsecondary degree attainment are to be met, simply 
increasing the degree attainment of younger students will not be sufficient. Rather, non-
degreed adults currently in the workforce will need to return to school in large numbers 
to earn post-secondary degrees (Council for Adult and Experiential Learning, 2008; 
Pusser et al., 2007). Therefore, the outcomes of programs designed for adults to earn 
Bachelor’s degrees are an important subject of study. 
Although the number of adults pursuing adult education activities has grown over 
the past 30 years (Hansman & Mott, 2010) and the percentage of adults in the United 
States aged 25 or over with postsecondary degrees (32% in 2008) is higher than ever 
(Aud, Hussar, Kena, Bianco, Frohlich, Kemp & Tahan, 2011; Quizon, 2011), demand for 
highly skilled workers is expected to continue to increase due to the requirements of the 
knowledge and information-based economy. Almost half of the new jobs created since 
2000 have required college or other postsecondary education (Hansman & Mott, 2010). 
The Commission on the Future of Higher Education stated: 
In an era when intellectual capital is increasingly prized, both for 
individuals and for the nation, [the value of] postsecondary education has 
never been more important. Ninety percent of the fastest-growing jobs in 
the new knowledge-driven economy will require some postsecondary 
education. Already, the median earnings of a U.S. worker with only a high 
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school diploma are 37 percent less than those of a worker with a 
bachelor’s degree. … And for the country as a whole, future economic 
growth will depend on our ability to sustain excellence, innovation, and 
leadership in higher education. (U.S. Department of Education, 2006)  
The broad benefits of a college education are well documented, and include 
increased maturity, knowledge, and career focus. A college education is associated with 
increased job status, lower unemployment, and increased earnings. In addition, there has 
been found to be a credentialing effect that results in an earnings premium for those with 
a college degree over those with four years of college credits but no degree (Pascarella & 
Terenzini, 1991, 2005). Attendance at private colleges and at higher quality institutions 
has been found to have positive effects on earnings and graduation rates (Imberman, 
2006; Long, 2008; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005).  
A Bachelor’s degree is associated with higher earnings and higher levels of full-
time labor force participation and lower levels of unemployment. Young adults ages 25-
34 with a Bachelor’s degree earned 50% more than those whose highest credential was a 
high school diploma and 25% more than those whose highest credential was an 
Associate’s degree. In 2010, 73% of Bachelor’s degree holders were employed full-time 
as compared to 65% of those with an Associate’s degree, 56% of those with some college 
education and 55% of those with a high school diploma. In addition, the unemployment 
rate of Bachelor’s degree holders in 2010 was 4% relative to 7% for those with an 
Associate’s degree, 10% for those with some college, and 13% for high school graduates 
(Aud et al., 2011).  
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Adult undergraduate student population and where they enroll. Following 
the straightforward convention of the American Council on Education, for purposes of 
this study, adult students are defined as those age 25 or older (Paulson & Boeke, 2006). 
More than 90 million adults participate in postsecondary education of one kind or 
another, inclusive of formal educational programs and training (Paulson & Boeke, 2006). 
Over 17.5 million students were enrolled in undergraduate studies in fall 2009, including 
5.8 million adults. Adult students represent about one-third of total undergraduate 
enrollments and more than half of part-time undergraduate enrollments. Eighty percent of 
adult undergraduate students work (Kasworm, 2010b). While large numbers of adult 
students are currently enrolled in Bachelor’s degree programs, even more are expected to 
do so in the future. According to the National Center for Education Statistics, from 2010 
to 2019 enrollments of adult students will increase 23% as compared to only 9% for 
younger students (Snyder & Dillow, 2011).  
With the coming of age of the for-profit universities, the adoption of online 
learning technologies by institutions of all types, and continued growth and innovation 
from traditional universities in offering accelerated and other specialized programs aimed 
at adults, adult students have more options than ever for earning a Bachelor’s degree. A 
query of fall 2009 enrollment data from the U.S. Department of Education’s Integrated 
Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS) Data Center (query run by author May 4, 
2011) revealed that just among the 1,547 private not-for-profit 4-year degree-granting U. 
S. institutions of higher education, over 500 institutions had at least 100 part-time 
undergraduate students over the age of 25. Over 100 such institutions had over 500 adult 
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part-time undergraduates. Forty-five private non-profits had over 1,000 adult part-time 
undergraduate students.  
Despite these numbers, private non-profit universities educate a disproportionally 
small share of adult undergraduates. Fewer than 10% of the 5.8 million adult 
undergraduates in the United States attend private 4-year non-profit institutions. In 
comparison, private universities have an 18% share of all college enrollments (2-year and 
4-year institutions) and a 29% share of students enrolled in 4-year institutions. In fall 
2009, 560,000 adult undergraduate students were enrolled in the 1,547 private U. S. not-
for-profit 4-year degree-granting institutions. A little over half of this group, 296,000, 
were classified as part-time; 63% were women (IPEDS Data Center query conducted by 
author May 4, 2011).  
Need for more study of adult online students. The population from which 
conclusions on college impact are drawn are almost always traditional age undergraduate 
students (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991, 2005). Adult students are largely absent from the 
research literature (Donaldson & Townsend, 2007). There is need for additional study of 
adult undergraduate students in general and adult private university graduates in 
particular to better understand the value of college for this population, particularly from 
the student/graduate point of view. One indication that the benefits of college for adult 
students may be different that for younger students are several studies that have found 
that the wage differential associated with a college degree is reduced for those that earn 
their degree at a later age (Monks, 1997; Taniguchi, 2005).  
In general, adult students are thought to participate in higher education primarily 
to improve employability, change careers, advance in their current career, improve 
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income, and for love of learning and personal satisfaction (Sandmann, 2010). Previous 
studies of the impact of college on adult undergraduate students have been consistent 
with Sandmann’s position, however many predate online education (Mishler, 1983; West 
& Hore, 1989a, 1989b) or involve classroom based programs (McLaughlin, 2010).  
The population under study here and the programs they are enrolled in have 
several distinctive characteristics that have not been studied in combination. Specifically, 
this study examined adult degree completers enrolled in fully online Bachelor’s degree 
programs at a private university. Gaining a better understanding of the sources of value 
that students experience from earning a Bachelor’s degree online as an adult at a private 
research university will help determine whether the public and private resources being 
dedicated to funding the education of adults are being well-spent. By increasing our 
understanding of the distinctive impact of a private university degree on an adult student, 
leaders of private institutions can consider how Bachelor’s degree completion programs 
for adults fit into their institutional mission. 
The efficacy of online learning as an educational method has largely been 
established, notably in a meta-analysis and review of over a thousand studies of online 
learning conducted for the U.S. Department of Education (Means, Toyama, Murphy, 
Bakia & Jones, 2010). Online degrees have been found to be perceived negatively by 
employers (Columbaro & Monaghan, 2009), in academic hiring situations (Adams, 
2008b), and in evaluative situations in general (Adams, 2008a). However, the perception 
of the online aspect of the degree may be conflated with the perception of the institutions 
conferring the degree, creating several knowledge gaps that I hope to have filled, at least 
in part, in this study. These gaps include the gap in understanding the mediating effect of 
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institutional quality on the perception on an online degree (whether a degree earned 
online from a respected traditional university has the same stigma as a degree earned 
from a newer for-profit institution, for example) as well as the gap in understanding how 
the online graduates themselves view and communicate the online aspect of their degree.  
Problem Statement 
This study examined the impact of earning a Bachelor’s degree on the lives of 
adult students recently graduated from an online program designed for part-time adult 
students and offered by a large private East Coast comprehensive research university. As 
the number of adult students and the popularity of online learning continue to increase, 
there is a need for improved understanding of the value of such programs to adult 
students. There have been few studies in this area to date. 
Statement of Purpose and Research Questions 
The purpose of this qualitative case study was to improve understanding of how 
completion of one of several similar online Bachelor’s degree completion program 
offered by a large urban East Coast research university affects the lives of the graduates. 
This study sought to increase understanding of the benefits of these degree programs 
from the perspective of the graduate/learner in light of their real world contexts and 
multiple life roles. It is hoped that improved understanding of the impact of earning a 
degree in this manner will contribute to better program design and point to opportunities 
for further research. 
This study was designed to answer the following questions: 
1. How do adult Bachelor’s degree completers describe the impact of earning 
their degree? 
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2. What larger contextual and environmental conditions affect these graduates’ 
perceptions of value?  
Research Approach 
Overview. This is an exploratory descriptive qualitative case study of adult 
graduates of online Bachelor’s degree completion programs offered by a large private 
East Coast comprehensive research university. The primary method of data collection 
was personal interviews. This primary data source was supplemented with demographic 
data obtained from university records. The data was analyzed and interpreted by the 
researcher using an inductive process to identify themes that provide answers to the 
research questions.  
In order to understand the value of a Bachelor’s degree earned online to adult 
degree completers, one needs to collect and analyze the perceptions of the graduates. 
When the object of a study is to understand the meaning of a phenomenon for those 
involved, as is the case here, a qualitative approach is indicated (Merriam, 2009). 
Setting for the study. The university that was the setting of this study is a large 
private comprehensive research university with its main campus in a major East Coast 
city. The university has enrollment of over 23,500 students as of fall 2010. It is ranked as 
one of the top 100 universities in the nation by U.S. News and World Report. Founded 
well over 100 years ago, the university admitted its first adult Bachelor’s degree students 
to its Evening College in 1950, with the first students graduating in 1952. In 2000 the 
university began a strategic initiative to offer a broad array of online programs. By 
headcount, about 20% of students are currently enrolled in online degree or certificate 
programs. Of the online students, 28% or about 1,300 are enrolled in undergraduate 
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programs. Over 96% of the online students are classified as part-time. Over 90% of the 
online students are 25 years of age or older. 
The Researcher 
In addition to my role as a doctoral candidate that has participated in many online 
courses as a student, I am employed as a higher education administrator with over 10 
years of experience in online higher education, as well as experience as an occasional 
adjunct instructor. Thus I have practical experience with online higher education from a 
variety of perspectives.  
I acknowledge that the same practical experience with online higher education 
that is a major source of the my interest in the subject and which may be helpful in 
providing insight may also be a liability if this experience introduced biases that distorted 
the collection of data or its analysis. To limit the potential for bias affecting the results of 
the study, I engaged in critical self-reflection during the study through journaling and 
ongoing dialog with professional colleagues. In addition, to strengthen the credibility of 
the research, I employed techniques such as using multiple sources of data and review by 
colleagues. An outside observer, Judith Giering, participated in the study by performing 
two of the interviews and reviewing the coding of data. I asked Dr. Giering to perform 
this role based on her education and experience. Dr. Giering holds a Ph.D. in Education 
and is a trained researcher and interviewer. Dr. Giering also has extensive experience in 
instructional design and online learning. In addition, to Dr. Giering, my supervising 
professor, Dr. Elizabeth Haslam, oversaw all aspects of this research, including the data 
analysis procedures.  
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Rationale and Significance 
The rationale for this study emanates from the researcher’s recognition of the 
sacrifices that adult students make to re-enter college while simultaneously managing 
other life commitments. It is important that university leaders understand the value that 
adult graduates find in their degree so that their needs are met effectively. 
It is hoped that this study will help leaders of universities in general, and private 
research universities most particularly, better understand how online Bachelor’s degree 
completion programs fit into their institutional missions, what distinctive value their 
institutions may provide to adult students, and how to improve the design of adult-
oriented programs to increase the value to the graduate. In addition, unlike most studies 
that view college outcomes in aggregated statistical terms, this study looks at the value of 
a college degree from the perspective of individual adult students. 
Definition of Terms 
Adult learner - Following the straightforward convention of the American 
Council on Education, for purposes of this study, adult students are defined as those age 
25 or older (Paulson & Boeke, 2006). 
IPEDS – The U.S. Department of Education’s Integrated Postsecondary 
Education Data System (IPEDS) Data Center. IPEDS is the primary source for data on 
colleges, universities, and technical and vocational postsecondary institutions in the 
United States (U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 
n.d.). 
Online learning – Unless otherwise specified, in this proposal online learning 
refers to for-credit higher education programs leading to an academic degree and 
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delivered wholly or predominantly through Internet-based technologies. 
Limitations 
Certain limitations of the case study approach have to be acknowledged. A 
principal limitation of this case study is that it is unique in the sense that it is specific to 
its unique context: its time and place, the specific students, and the details of the 
university and its academic programs. 
I may be unaware of my epistemological biases. As noted above, under “The 
Researcher,” I incorporated a reflective level of examination to guard against a distorted 
view of the data arising out of my biases. In addition, another researcher, Dr. Judith 
Giering, and my supervising professor, Dr. Elizabeth Haslam served as outside observers 
helping to validate my findings and insights. Another way of reducing bias was to use 
both interview data and extant data from university records. I attempted to defend against 
over-interpretation and over-generalization by including idiosyncratic and atypical details 
in the case study and by my personal resolve to be sensitive to this issue in drawing 
inferences and making conclusions. 
Organization of This Document 
Chapter Two describes in further detail how this study is situated in the literature, 
including existing conceptual frameworks for understanding the impact of college on 
adult undergraduate students. Chapter Three describes the research methods that were 
employed, steps taken to increase confidence in the credibility and dependability of the 
study, and how ethical issues were addressed. Chapter Four describes the findings of the 
study. Chapter Five provides interpretations, conclusions, implications, and 
recommendations.  
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 
Introduction 
The purpose of this qualitative case study was to improve understanding of how 
completion of one of several similar online Bachelor’s degree completion program 
offered by a large urban East Coast research university affects the lives of the graduates. 
This literature review was performed to position the study in the existing body of 
knowledge and to establish the need for the project. This review will examine several 
lines of interrelated research relevant to my study, including research into the distinctive 
nature of adult learning and adult college students, the effects of college on students, and 
online higher education. The main body of the review closes with an overview of the 
Adult Undergraduate Student Identity (AUSI) model (Kasworm, 2007, 2010b). The 
AUSI model is useful framework for understanding the contextual and environment 
issues affecting the adult working student. The chapter concludes with a description of 
the emergent conceptual framework for this study. 
The research on the extent of adult and online learning establishes that the number 
of adults enrolled in higher education programs is large and growing. For adult students, 
online program delivery is increasingly the delivery mode of choice. More research is 
needed to understand how adults benefit from adult-oriented degree completion 
programs, particularly those online programs offered by private research universities. As 
colleges and universities make decisions about whether to establish, expand, or eliminate 
undergraduate programming intended to benefit the adult degree completer, this study 
helps decision makers understand the impact of such programs on the student and points 
to opportunities for further research.   
  13  
Adult College Students 
Adults are different. Adult learners are different than younger learners, both in 
terms of how and why they learn and in terms of the impact of a college degree earned 
later in life rather than after four years as a traditional full-time undergraduate 
immediately after high school. The accumulated knowledge on adult learning is described 
in book-length treatments such as Learning in Adulthood: A Comprehensive Guide 
(Merriam, Cafferella & Baumgartner, 2007) and The Adult Learner: The Definitive 
Classic in Adult Education and Human Resource Development (Knowles, 2005).   
Merriam et al. (2007) find differences between adult and childhood learners in 
three areas: the learner, the context, and the learning process. The adult learner is 
distinguished by the degree of life experience, motivations, and stage of development. 
The context of the adult learner is different from the child in that home and school are 
typically much of a child’s world, whereas adults must manage learning within the 
context of a plethora of responsibilities for themselves and others. Finally, the learning 
process is somewhat different for adults in terms of speed and meaningfulness. Adults 
need more time to examine and respond to a problem than do children. Since adults are 
learning within an established life context, they are not inclined to learn things that do not 
have meaning for them.  
There are some common areas of growth between adult and younger college 
students in the areas of personal, social, and cognitive growth (Donaldson, Graham, 
Martindill and Bradley, 2000). However, the unique characteristics of the adult learner 
establish that the impact of college on adults and the perceptions of adults about their 
college degree need to studied independent of studies of traditional age college graduates. 
  14  
The working adult college student. The U.S. population is over 308 million, 
with almost two-thirds or 204 million 25 years of age of older (U.S. Census Bureau, 
2011). Inclusive of formal educational programs and training, more than 90 million adults 
participate in postsecondary education of one kind or another (Paulson & Boeke, 2006). 
Half of adults ages 25 to 54 participate in some form of formal education (Hansman & 
Mott, 2010). Over 17.5 million students were enrolled in undergraduate studies in fall 
2009, including 5.8 million adults (Snyder & Dillow, 2011).  
Adult students represent about one-third of total undergraduate enrollments and 
more than half of part-time undergraduate enrollments. Adult learners are likely to be 
married or have children (Paulson & Boeke, 2006). Eighty percent of adult undergraduate 
students work (Kasworm, 2010b). Writing for the U. S. Department of Education, Berker, 
Horn, and Carroll (2003) found that nearly 70% of adult students combine full-time work 
with part-time college attendance. Berker, Horn, and Carroll (2003) found that students 
that work but have college as their first priority were more likely to graduate than 
working students for whom college was not the first priority. Family responsibilities were 
found to be negatively correlated with graduation.  
In a report commissioned by the U. S. Department of Labor, Kazis, Callahan, 
Davidson, McLeod, Bosworth, Hoops and Choitz (2007) analyzed the literature on the 
challenges facing adult students and strategies for increasing the number of adults that 
earn college degrees. Sections of the report address supply and demand dynamics, 
accessibility, affordability, accountability, and recommendations. The authors describe 
the most important finding of the paper to be that traditional higher education programs 
and policies designed for traditional age full-time college students are not well-suited to 
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the needs of adult students. Typical adult students are described (p. 1) as “employees who 
study” rather than “students who work,” to some extent exploring the issues discussed by 
Berker, Horn, and Carroll (2003).  
Compton, Cox and Laanan (2006) compared and contrasted adult learners from 
the broader category of non-traditional learners. Factors described as contributing to 
increasing numbers of adult and non-traditional students include large numbers of adults 
with no education beyond high school, decreases in the number of high school graduates 
in some parts of the country, a need for skills retooling due to a lack of blue collar jobs, 
outsourcing, and layoffs, and changing cultural norms leading to increased enrollments of 
adult women. According to Compton et al., “the majority of adult students are led back to 
higher education due to a major life transition, such as divorce, widowhood, or career 
change” with entry or re-entry in college adding additional stress (p. 74-75).  
Writing for the Lumina Foundation, one of the leading foundations concerned 
with adult education, Pusser, Breneman, Gansneder, Kohl, Levin, Milam and Turner 
(2007) addressed the overall issues and contexts related to adult higher education and 
degree attainment. According to the authors, 54 million adults in the U. S. lack a college 
degree. The Pusser et al. report summarizes the results of a series of research efforts 
funded by Lumina collectively known as the Emerging Pathways project. Findings 
include the need to develop the potential of currently un-degreed adults, the imperative to 
recognize the diverse nature of adult learners, the appeal of online and for-profit 
institutions to adult learners, the need to eliminate barriers to degree attainment put up by 
non-credit bearing courses, and the need for adult learners to command their fair share of 
state attention and resources.  
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While large numbers of adult students are currently enrolled in Bachelor’s degree 
programs, even more are expected to do so in the future. According to the National 
Center for Education Statistics, from 2010 to 2019 enrollments of adult students will 
increase 23% as compared to only 9% for younger students (Snyder & Dillow, 2011).  
Adult degree completion programs. While colleges and universities have 
offered programs for adult students for over 100 years, the adult baccalaureate programs 
of today have their roots in the expansion of higher education in the post-World War II 
era. The university attended by the participants in the proposed study admitted its first 
adult Bachelor’s degree students to its Evening College in 1950, with the first students 
graduating in 1952. Eldred and Marienau (1979) reviewed the curricula of 3,000 colleges 
and universities in the United States and concluded that at least 137 adult baccalaureate 
programs were in existence in 1979, with enrollments ranging between 100 and 500 
students per institution. Taylor (2000) found that only 100 adult Bachelor’s degree 
completion programs existed in 1983, but that their numbers had grown to 284 programs 
by 1993.  
Today, with the coming of age of the for-profit universities, the adoption of online 
learning technologies by institutions of all types, and continued growth and innovation 
from traditional universities in offering accelerated and other specialized programs aimed 
at adults, adult students have more options than ever for earning a Bachelor’s degree. A 
query of fall 2009 enrollment data from the IPEDS Data Center (U.S. Department of 
Education, National Center for Education Statistics, n.d.) revealed that among the 1,547 
private not-for-profit 4-year degree-granting U. S. institutions of higher education, over 
500 institutions had at least 100 part-time undergraduate students over the age of 25. 
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Over 100 such institutions had over 500 adult part-time undergraduates. Forty-five 
private non-profits had over 1,000 adult part-time undergraduate students, the largest 
being Excelsior College. 
Adult enrollment at 4-year private non-profit universities. The participants in 
this study earned their degrees from online Bachelor’s degree completion programs at a 
large East Coast private research university. Based on U. S. Department of Education 
IPEDS data and their own analysis, Eduventures (2010) estimated fall 2009 adult 
undergraduate enrollment in 4-year colleges and universities at about 2.5 million. 
Consistent with the National Center for Education Statistics data for all adult students, 
Eduventures (2010) estimates that adult undergraduate enrollment in 4-year universities 
will grow by 20% between 2010 and 2019.  
Based on national enrollment statistics, private non-profit 4-year universities such 
as the one that was the setting of this study currently do not play a proportionate role in 
the education of adult undergraduates. In fall 2009, 560,000 adult undergraduate students 
were enrolled in the 1,547 private U. S. not-for-profit 4-year degree-granting institutions. 
Of this group, about half, 296,000, were classified as part-time; 63% were women (U.S. 
Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, n.d.). As these 
statistics demonstrate, 4-year private non-profit institutions enroll fewer than 10% of the 
5.8 million adult undergraduates in the United States. In contrast, private non-profits have 
an 18% market share of all college students in 2-year and 4-year degree granting 
institutions and a 29% market share of students enrolled in 4-year institutions.  
Lack of study of adult learners. Despite their large and growing numbers, adult 
college students are not often a subject of research. Paulson and Boeke (2006) note “the 
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paucity of research on campus practices that can help adult learners reach their 
educational goals” and the fact that “no consensus has been reached on how to define 
success for adult learners.” (p. 33).  
Reviews of research and conceptual models are based almost exclusively on 
studies of full-time traditional undergraduate students, leaving a gap to fill when it comes 
to adult and part-time students. As stated by Pascarella and Terenzini (2005, p.18): 
The majority of post-1990 studies of change in college, like those 
published earlier, focus on traditional-age undergraduates. (…) Thus, our 
review discussed theories and models targeting that age group. This 
emphasis does not mean that older students are unimportant in higher 
education.  
In the same vein, Donaldson et al. (2000) state that although adults’ participation 
and involvement in college differs from that of younger students, “contemporary views of 
college outcomes for adult students are largely influenced by models and research 
associated with traditional age students” (p. 2). 
As further evidence of the limited research on adult undergraduate students, a 
content analysis of seven refereed higher education journals revealed that only 1.27% of 
the 3,219 articles studied were on the topic of adult undergraduate students (Donaldson & 
Townsend, 2007) despite the ever-increasing number and proportion of such students. 
The authors posit several reasons for this result including the relative difficulty and 
inconvenience of studying adult students, especially at the research universities where 
many researchers are situated, and a conservative tendency on the part of journal editors. 
The authors note that adult students are often “accepted” rather than “embraced” by 
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institutions as a kind of tolerated add-on to the population of traditional age students and 
traditional program delivery. The authors of the analysis concluded that there is a need 
for new directions in the research of adult students that treat adult students as having 
equal legitimacy to traditional-age students, rather than as a marginalized population or a 
burden to the institution. Of the research on adult undergraduate students, the most 
common topics in descending order of frequency were student retention, the support 
needs of adult students, classroom behavior and perceptions of adult students relative to 
traditional students, new perspectives on adult students and professional development of 
instructors of adults.  
The literature establishes that the adult college student population is large and 
growing, with online education expected to account for an increasing proportion of the 
total. Despite this situation, few studies are conducted of adult college students in 
general, let alone online adult college undergraduates at a private research university in 
particular. More study to increase understanding of the online adult student population is 
warranted.  
Effects of College on Students 
Landmark studies. The landmark works on the impact of a college education on 
students include How College Affects Students (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991, 2005) and 
its forerunner, The Impact of College on Students (Feldman & Newcomb, 1969). 
Pascarella and Terenzini catalog the classic `college impact models of student change 
(Astin, 1970a, 1970b, 1991; Pascarella, 1985; Tinto, 1993; Weidman, 1989). Pascarella 
and Terenzini identify the following effects of college on students: occupational status 
advantage, improved workforce participation and lower unemployment, and higher 
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earnings. Pascarella and Terenzini find that the degree credential has value independent 
of the simple accumulation of the equivalent number of college credits. They also 
investigate whether higher quality institutions are associated with higher earnings of 
graduates finding that they probably do not when other factors are taken into account. 
They find undergraduate majors with direct links to particular occupations provide 
students with job advantages in early career. Significant to this study is the finding that 
the earnings premium associated with a Bachelor’s degree may modestly increase with 
age, although Pascarella and Terenzini speculate that the return on earning a Bachelor’s 
degree is likely smaller the later in life that it is earned.  
Value of private higher education. Imberman (2006) examined the comparative 
value of a private versus public university experience. The author found that male 
students experience some benefit in terms of lifetime earnings. In addition, students that 
attended private universities were more likely to graduate than those attending public 
universities. Consistent with Imberman, Long (2008) used data from the National 
Education Longitudinal Study, analyzed using ordinary least squares regression, to find 
that college quality has significant positive effects on graduation and income, consistent 
with the work of Imberman. Klor de Alva and Schneider (2011) found large positive 
returns for Bachelor’s degree holders over high school graduates. However, when 
comparing graduates of public and private institutions at the same level of selectivity, the 
relative net return to attending a private university only exceeded that of attending a 
public university among the most competitive private institutions. In contrast to this 
study, Imberman (2006), Long (2008) and Klor de Alva and Schneider (2011) looked at 
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the general student population rather than adult students. This study examined whether 
adult students find value in earning a degree from a private non-profit research university. 
Models of college outcomes for adult students. Most studies of adult learners’ 
post-graduation outcomes either date from before the advent of online learning or are 
otherwise in a context substantially different that that under study here. However, since 
the basic nature of the adult learner, including their motivations for participating in higher 
education, is likely slow to change, such studies provide insight into the dimensions of 
value likely to be associated with a college degree earned in adulthood.  
Mishler (1983) studied adult students’ perception of the value of a Bachelor’s 
degree earned in a traditional on-campus program. Mishler found that these students’ 
primary goals were to develop a new career and to have the satisfaction of earning a 
degree. These objectives were found to have been largely achieved. West and Hore 
(1989a, 1989b) researched the impact of higher education on adult students in Australia. 
West and Hore (1989a) found positive employment effects of higher education as well as 
positive effects on communications skills, academic ability, and leadership. The adult 
graduates were also found to have increased self-esteem and increased interest in 
academic pursuits (West & Hore, 1989b). They also became more open minded (less 
dogmatic) and became modestly more satisfied with life in general. Clark and Anderson 
(1992) studied adult participants in a Canadian management certificate program and how 
they measured on six categories of benefits: career development, fulfilling external 
requirements, personal development, networking, gaining knowledge and personal 
fulfillment. They found that career development became less important as the student 
pursued the education. Graduates rated personal development and fulfillment as more 
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important than did entrants. This study also found differences between women and men, 
with women receiving fewer career benefits than men.  
Building on research on adult college students and pedagogical research, Graham 
(1989) and Donaldson and Graham (1999) provide a model of the outcomes that adult 
students realize as a result of their college attendance. The authors state that their 
intention is to raise questions and stimulate discussion about the factors that influence 
adults’ undergraduate experiences. The model includes six components: prior experience 
and personal biographies, psychosocial and value orientations, adult cognition, the 
connecting classroom as the central means of social engagement, defining the college 
experience, and negotiating the meaning of learning, life-world environment, and college 
outcomes. Consistent with Merriam et al. (2007), Donaldson and Graham suggest that 
adult students may use the new knowledge that they acquire in college in different and 
more immediately useful ways than do traditional age students. They also indicate that 
efforts to engage adult students in the kinds of extra-curricular activities in which 
traditional-age students participate, such as campus sponsored events and clubs and out 
of class interactions with faculty, may be misguided. While dating prior to the advent of 
online learning, the Graham (1989) and Donaldson and Graham (1999) research remains 
relevant as it indicates that adult students have different conceptions of the value of their 
learning than traditional age students.  
Spanard (1990) proposed a descriptive model to illustrate the process of college 
re-entry for adults with the purpose of informing college initiatives aimed at retaining 
adult students. This model encompassed intrinsic and extrinsic motivators and barriers 
  23  
and took into account the traditional and non-traditional program options available to 
adults at the time of the study. 
Kasworm (1990) performed a review of research using qualitative content 
analysis. Themes arising out of the review include Images of Implied Deficiency, Student 
Entry and Adaptation, Description and Categorization, Psychosocial Development, and 
Equity and Outcome. The author questions the tendency in the research literature to hold 
up traditional age students as the benchmark against which adult students are measured 
and the stance that adult students are misfits and retreads. In addition, she notes that the 
context of the adult student is different than that of the traditional age student – adults do 
not live apart in order to get an education, rather they remain a part of the world. 
Richardson and King (1998) also examined the stereotype of adult students as lesser 
students simply because they are adults. They found no evidence that adult students are 
deficient in academic skills, or that adults experience learning difficulties because of age, 
or that they perform less well academically than younger students. The work of Kasworm 
(1990) and Richardson and King (1998) provides historical perspective on how 
researchers viewed adult students, but many of the worst prejudices and misconceptions 
about adult students seem to have lessened in recent years as their numbers have 
increased and more faculty members have had first-hand experiences with adult students. 
Giancola, Munz and Trares (2008) examined the effect of first-generation college 
status on adult students’ college perceptions. The authors hypothesized that first-
generation students would report higher importance and lower satisfaction scores on the 
following variables derived from the Model of College Outcomes for Adult Students 
(Donaldson & Graham, 1999): instructional effectiveness, academic advising, registration 
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effectiveness, campus climate, safety and security, academic services, admissions and 
financial aid effectiveness, and service excellence. The authors found that females 
accounted for the difference between first- and continuing-generation students on 
importance. There were no differences regarding satisfaction between the first-generation 
status students and other students.  
Kasworm (2010a) examined the place of adult undergraduates in a research 
university in a study based on the interpretive qualitative research method of Denzin and 
Lincoln (2003). Kasworm found that the students’ “negotiated student identity 
represented a dynamic process of making meaning through adult students' experiences 
both within the social interface of the dominant youth-oriented, academically competitive 
ethos of the research institution and through complex life biography and current 
competing life roles” (p. 156). Although Kasworm was studying adult students in a 
classroom context, this study suggests the possibility that the research university context 
may affect the experience of even adult online students.  
McLaughlin’s doctoral dissertation (2010) studied the changes experienced by 
adult graduates of a part-time Bachelor’s program in the liberal arts with classes offered 
in both a face-to-face and hybrid face-to-face/online format. This qualitative study 
examined how adult students were changed by the experience of completing a Bachelor’s 
degree in Management from a liberal arts college. A triangulation strategy was used with 
regard to data collection, including 16 interviews. The researcher found that dimensions 
of change included transformed thinking, transformed sense of self, and transformed 
relationships. Although McLaughlin’s study did not involve fully online learning, it is a 
recent study of how successful adult graduates find value in their degrees and as such was 
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helpful in designing this project. McLaughlin’s study focuses on more internal or 
psychological dimensions of value, whereas this study also considered more practical 
dimensions of value such as debt burden and job and income related issues.  
This study builds on previous studies of how college affects students. The 
universe of such studies begins with the landmark studies of the effects of college on 
students, and includes smaller scale studies that specifically investigate the effects of 
college on adult or online students. Some studies attempt to objectively evaluate college 
outcomes for adult students. Other studies investigate the perceived benefits to adults of a 
college degree. However, few studies have examined adult student perceptions of the 
value of their degree in the online learning era. This study helps fill that gap. 
Non-traditional and online student attrition and retention studies. It has been 
more common to study why adults leave higher education programs than to understand 
the experiences of those that complete their degree programs.  However, understanding 
why adults leave helps contextualize the experiences of those that stay.  
Tinto’s work (1975, 1993, 2006) has greatly influenced recent study of college 
student retention. Tinto’s 1975 model suggests that student entry characteristics influence 
student decisions to stay or leave college as well as the student’s initial commitment to 
the institution and to the goal of graduating. The latter two factors influence the student’s 
integration into the academic and social life of the college. Subsequent interactions 
between commitment and integration influence student decision to stay or drop out. Tinto 
later revised his model (1993) to incorporate the influence of financial resources, external 
sources of support such as work or family and classroom experiences.  
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A positive development in recent years is that as numbers of adult students have 
increased, researchers studying general college retention issues now often take into 
account or at least acknowledge the distinguishing characteristics of adult students, for 
example, Tinto (1993, 2006). A body of research has developed in an attempt to 
understand and improve adult and online college student retention specifically.  
Building on earlier studies of college student attrition in general (Pascarella, 1980; 
Spady, 1970; Tinto, 1975), Bean and Metzner (1985) and Metzner and Bean (1987) 
developed and then empirically tested a conceptual model to explain attrition of older, 
part-time, and commuting college students. Bean and Metzner’s (1985) model of 
nontraditional undergraduate student attrition includes Background and Defining 
Variables, Academic Variables, Environmental Variables, as well as Academic Outcomes 
and Psychological Outcomes, all of which are theorized to drive Intent to Leave and 
Dropout. Metzner and Bean (1987) found that, relative to traditional-age students, the 
attrition of these non-traditional students was more affected by environmental variables 
and less affected by the degree of the student’s social integration with the school.  
In his doctoral dissertation, Brown (2007) used structural equation modeling to 
empirically test the Bean and Metzner model. Brown found that demographic and 
enrollment characteristics indirectly affect persistence through Bean and Metzner’s 
environmental pull factors. These factors include working full-time, the presence of 
dependent children, and high levels of unmet financial need. However, enrollment and 
demographic characteristics did not have significant effects on student experiences, 
overall satisfaction with college, and college grade point average.   
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An extensive test of the Bean and Metzner model of nontraditional student 
attrition was conducted by Rowan-Kenyon, Swan, Deutsch and Gansneder (2010) in a 
mixed methods study. The quantitative portion of the study used data from 1,179 
participants in the 2007 National Study on Non-traditional Students to create a model to 
predict grade point average based on factors suggested by Bean and Metzner. “Results 
from the multiple regression analyses indicated that the model’s predictive ability was not 
strong, explaining only 13% of the variance in participant’s self-reported GPA” (p. 102). 
The qualitative portion of the study relied on analysis of focus group data collected at 
sessions at 10 institutions across the country with 89 female and 23 male adult students 
participating. The investigators concluded that students that worked full-time experienced 
stress resulting from balancing the demands of work and school. However, these workers 
may benefit from support from supervisors and co-workers. Employer tuition 
reimbursement based on student grades was found to motivate some students to academic 
success but to deter others from seeking financial support from their employer. 
Adult student retention frameworks often build on general theories of motivation. 
DeTure (2004) and Hodges (2008) apply Bandura’s concept of self-efficacy (1977). 
Emotional intelligence was used as a predictor by Berenson, Boyles and Weaver (2008). 
The community of inquiry framework was employed by Boston, Díaz, Gibson, Ice, 
Richardson, & Swan (2009).  
Building on Tinto’s (1975, 1993) work, Braxton and Hirschy (2005) suggested 
revisions to Tinto’s theory of student departure with regard to residential colleges and 
proposed a new theory of student departure with regard to commuter institutions. In many 
ways, the online student experience is a variation on the older commuter model, at least 
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for adult students. In particular, Braxton and Hirschy’s description of commuter students 
as typically attending college in addition to other major life activities, as opposed to 
instead of other activities, also applies to adult online students. Braxton and Hirschy’s 
model of departure for commuter institutions includes student entry characteristics, 
environments internal and external to the college campus, and the student’s integration on 
campus. The model holds that persistence is inversely correlated with cost of attendance 
and positively correlated with participation in learning communities. Consistent with 
Bean and Metzner (1985), Braxton and Hirschy emphasize the importance of the 
academic aspect of the institution rather than the social aspect and suggest that colleges 
and universities should employ active learning strategies, develop learning communities, 
consider cohort models, demonstrate supportive attitudes by faculty and staff, and 
establish intentional outreach programs. 
Kemp (2002) studied the persistence of adult distance learners enrolled in a 
Canadian undergraduate program and found that persistence was related to measures of 
resilience and the impact of work commitments. Tyler-Smith’s review of research on 
adult online learners (2006) found that early attrition was related to a variety of 
psychological, sociological, technical, and cognitive factors such as cognitive load and 
locus of control. Kinser and Deitchman (2007) compared the persistence experiences of 
students that entered a community college directly after high school to those that delayed 
entry or had previously stopped out. They found that the delayed entry / stop out group 
attributed more significance to barriers and personal shortcomings that did the other 
group.  
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Ackerman and Schibrowsky (2007) apply the business marketing concept of 
relationship marketing to the context of student retention in higher education. This article 
conceives of colleges students as customers. It provides insight into the business 
perspective on adult online education. According to the authors, colleges should seek to 
maximize the customer revenue stream by having an optimal student customer portfolio, 
recognizing that not all students are equally valuable in terms of revenue, and by 
maximizing the lifetime value of each student customer. Colleges will achieve these ends 
by creating value for the student and acting so as to build a long-term relationship 
between the college and the student. To create value, colleges need to have a close 
relationship with the student-customer in order to understand his or her needs. The 
authors demonstrate the financial rewards to the college of improved student retention. 
Relevant to this study, the authors consider the college – student relationship to extend 
beyond graduation. In addition, although the concept of student as customer is 
controversial, the commercial flavor of many programs aimed at adult students, 
especially online programs and programs offered by for-profit institutions, as well as the 
consumer behavior evidenced by many adult learners, make this framework relevant to 
this study.  
A number of studies have attempted to create quantitative predictive retention 
models for online education based on various theoretical frameworks. Holder (2007) used 
quantitative methods to devise a predictive model of the persistence of online learners, 
with persistence defined as continuing beyond the first three classes of a program. 
Persisters tended to score higher than non-persisters with regard to Emotional Support, 
Self-Efficacy, and Time and Study Management. Interestingly, high scores on Learner 
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Autonomy were associated with non-persistence. The authors speculated that the cohort 
model used for the Associate’s, Bachelor’s, and Master’s level online programs under 
study may have not been a good fit for independent learners. The undergraduate online 
programs participated in by the students in this study were generally flexible in terms of 
course load and sequencing, in contrast to programs that are based on cohorts of students 
moving together through a program at a prescribed pace.  
Dupin-Bryant (2004) used discriminant analysis to identify six pre-entry variables 
that correlate with retention, including cumulative GPA, class rank, number of previous 
online courses, internet search training, personal computer training, and internet 
applications training. The resulting model explained 9% of the variation in course 
completion. Herbert (2006) analyzed data from the Noel-Levitz Priorities Survey for 
Online Learners™ and concluded that online students value faculty interaction and 
support and that students that are satisfied with their online program are more likely to 
complete it. Variables analyzed included faculty responsiveness to student needs, quality 
of online instruction, faculty feedback to students in a timely manner, institutional 
response to questions in a timely manner, frequency of student and instructor interaction, 
availability of adequate financial aid, the importance of student-to-student collaborations.  
Wang, Peng, Huang, Hou and Wang (2008) studied 135 distance learners based at 
Beijing Radio and Television University by use of self-assessment questionnaires in 
order to examine the relationship between learning motivation, learning strategies, self-
efficacy, attribution and learning outcomes. The researchers found links between 
psychological characteristics of learners and learning outcomes. Bukralia (2009) 
examined various categorical classification algorithms and evaluated the accuracy of 
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logistic regression, neural networks, and support vector machines models to predict 
dropout in online courses. Bukralia found that the strongest predictor of online course 
completion is current college GPA.   
Guidos and Dooris (2008) used a quantitative method, binary logistic regression, 
to develop a predictive model of adult student degree completion. The model was able to 
correctly classify about 80% of students as completers or non-completers. Statistically 
significant factors for part-time adult learners, with direction of relationship, include 
degree type (negative for Bachelor’s degree), number of credits previously earned 
(positive), first semester GPA (positive), 1998 income (positive), 1999-00 total financial 
aid in loans (positive). Although the study was published in 2008, the data are from 
students that entered in Fall 1999 that were tracked through Fall 2005 to obtain 
completion rates. Fifty-one percent (51%) of the part-time adult learners that entered in 
Fall 1999 completed Associate’s or Bachelor’s degrees within six years. The authors 
concluded that retention could be improved if adult learners better understood financial 
aid availability, processes, and procedures. Students that were admitted provisionally 
(that did not meet normal admissions criteria for admission into a degree program) had 
the lowest rate of completion. 
A practical deficiency in the literature on adult student retention, now often in the 
context of online learning, is that the resulting theories and models often do not provide 
much in the way of actionable results. However, arising out of these models is a general 
movement toward increasing student and faculty engagement in online education. Harper 
and Quaye (2009, p. 4) state that Tinto’s research “shows that engagement is the single 
most significant predictor of persistence.” Prior to the dawn of online education, Tinto 
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(1993) described adult students as potentially isolated and marginalized, especially when 
attending residential institutions, due to their lack of time on campus and resulting lack of 
interaction with faculty and fellow students. Tinto described leaders of programs for adult 
students as being concerned with integrating adults into the institution. Angelino, 
Williams and Navtig (2007) and Betts (2008, 2009) provide examples of frameworks 
designed to improve the retention profile of online degree programs through improved 
student and faculty engagement.  
Angelino, Williams and Navtig (2007) employed a literature review to explore 
strategies for improving online student retention. The strategies explored included 
Student Integration and Engagement, Learner-Centered Approach, Learning 
Communities, and Online Student Services. The authors concluded that student 
engagement is key to retention and that online education is about more than just 
translating traditional coursework to an Internet platform. This literature review may not 
be directly relevant to this study since it looked at retention of students in online courses 
as opposed to fully online programs. In addition, the students were a mixed group of non-
traditional and traditional students of varying ages, rather than the older students that are 
the focus of this study.  
In her two-part series of articles, Betts (2008, 2009) describes a high-tech, high-
touch approach to providing online students and faculty with a personalized and engaging 
educational experience called Online Human Touch (OHT). The OHT concept was 
developed in the context of an online Master of Science in Higher Education program 
offered by a private research university. The conceptual framework includes Student 
Engagement, Community Development, Personalized Communication, Work-Integrated 
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Learning, and Data Driven Decision-Making. Based on survey data collected over a three 
year period, Betts concluded that OHT instruction and feedback positively affects student 
engagement, connectivity, and retention. In addition, community development is found to 
be important for creating a lifetime connection between the university and online 
students. While Betts’ findings are in the context of a graduate program rather than the 
type of undergraduate program I studied, her findings as well as those of Angelino, 
Williams and Natvig (2007) are evidence of changes in the understanding of how adult 
student needs can be met in the online environment relative to the earlier work of Bean 
and Metzner (1985) and Metzner and Bean (1987) whose work that suggested that social 
engagement was not a priority for adult students.  
Strategies intended to improve retention are an indication of what aspects of the 
educational experience are thought to have value to the student and hence relevant to this 
study. Studies of the attrition and retention patterns of adult students including, in recent 
years, online adult students, have indicated that this type of student’s success in college is 
difficult to predict. However, compared to traditional age students, adult student college 
success seems more related to motivational and environmental factors, and less related to 
issues of social integration within the college.  
Online Higher Education 
Current extent and expected growth. Online higher education continues to be in 
high demand, with over 5.6 million students (30% of all college students) taking at least 
one online course as of fall 2009. While the higher education student population is only 
growing at an annual rate of less than 2%, online course enrollments are growing at a 
21% rate (Allen & Seaman, 2010). Eduventures (2010) estimates that about 30% of adult 
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undergraduates are enrolled in fully or predominantly (80%+) online programs, a 
proportion that Eduventures expects to grow to 50% by 2015. Taken together, the Allen 
and Seaman and Eduventures data and analysis confirms the general high and growing 
demand for online education in general and specifically the increasing demand by adult 
students for fully or predominantly online degree programs such as those experienced by 
the participants in this study.  
Perceptions of online higher education. Since the advent of online learning, 
there have been questions about whether an online degree is as good as a traditionally 
earned degree. That an online education can be, and often is, as good as or better than a 
traditionally-delivered learning experience has been established in a number of studies. A 
meta-analysis commissioned by the U. S. Department of Education of one thousand 
studies found that online learning has reached parity with or even superiority over 
traditionally delivered education (Means, Toyama, Murphy, Bakia & Jones, 2010). As 
one specific example, Chiero and Beare (2010) found that new teachers trained in online 
programs received higher job performance ratings than those trained in campus-based 
programs.  
However, even if one concedes the objectively measured value of an education 
received online, there is still the question of how an online education is perceived. Adams 
(2008a, 2008b) found that the acceptability of online degrees was less than traditionally-
earned degrees in business hiring, faculty hiring, health hiring, and graduate school and 
medical school application situations. Thompson (2009) similarly found, based on a 
nationwide survey of human resource professionals, that employers have a strong 
preference for graduates with traditional degrees. Richardson, McLeod and Dikkers 
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(2011) found that school district human resource directors, particularly in rural areas, 
view online courses and degrees directed at school principals to be less rigorous, of lower 
quality, and inadequate to address state-specific issues relative to face-to-face courses.  
A literature review by Columbaro and Monaghan (2009) suggested that there is a 
marked stigma associated with online degrees in hiring and graduate school admissions 
situations. A recent example is found in a Wall Street Journal article on the establishment 
of an online MBA program by a top-25 business school in which the school’s associate 
dean refers to the poor image of online learning and a student speaks of the stigma of 
online learning (Light, 2011). However, some of the stigma may be associated with the 
perceived quality and rigor of the institutions granting the online degrees rather than the 
online aspect of the degree. One of the questions to be explored in this study is how 
graduates of online programs value their degree and how they perceive that their degrees 
are valued by others. Since the participants in this study earned their degree online from a 
highly-regarded research university, there may be less of a stigma or even no stigma. A 
related issue is whether the participants in this study make it known that their degree was 
earned online, since this fact would not be obvious to someone evaluating a graduate’s 
credentials unless the graduate chose to make it so. 
Kasworm’s Adult Undergraduate Student Identity Model 
Citing a lack of conceptual models to guide theory, practice, and policy for the 
adult working college student, Kasworm (2007, 2010b) proposed the Adult 
Undergraduate Student Identity (AUSI) model based on a number of prior research 
studies of adult students (Kasworm, 2003, 2007; Kasworm & Blowers, 1994; Kasworm, 
Polson & Fishback, 2002). The model is intended to reflect the complexity of age-related 
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life roles as well as adult students’ beliefs and contexts relative to undergraduate 
education. The “model presents a conceptual framework for delineating the complex and 
evolving world of decisions and actions of adult students in undergraduate education” 
(Kasworm, 2010b, p. 29). The AUSI model recognizes that adult students’ student role 
competes with and interacts with other life roles, such as worker, spouse, parent, and 
community leader. A key assumption of the model is that the choices and actions of the 
adult student are affected by both the student and worker identity.  
In Kasworm’s AUSI model, the adult undergraduate student identity is formed by 
the life-world of the student, the student’s epistemology and agency of knowledge, and 
the dual identity anchors of learner/student and non-student roles (worker, family 
member, citizen). Another component of the model is the learning environment that can 
tend to either support or deter learner engagement. The learning environment consists of 
the college environment, academic programs, faculty and staff relationships, and policies 
that impact the adult student.  
An interesting facet of Kasworm’s conception of adult student epistemology and 
agency of knowledge is how students express their attitudes toward learning engagement 
and the usefulness of higher education through what Kasworm calls “knowledge voices” 
(Kasworm, 2003, 2010b). For example, some students view their learning primarily as 
something to be applied in the work world (Outside Voice). Other students view their 
learning as a process of earning a credential primarily to validate or legitimize their work 
role (Cynical Voice). Others consider learning as valuable for its own sake as well as 
applicable to the work setting (Straddling Voice).  
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Based on how it builds on previous research, its grounding in data, and its 
consistency with my own experiences as a higher education administrator and instructor 
working with adult students, the Kasworm AUSI model provides a realistic view of the 
context and environment of the working adult college student. 
Summary  
This review of the literature establishes the size of the adult undergraduate student 
population, the incidence of adult degree completion programs, and the growing demand 
for online programming despite evidence of negative perceptions of online degrees in the 
marketplace. To date, adult students have not been a subject of study to any extent 
proportional to their numbers.  
Over the years, researchers have attempted to describe the effect of a college 
education on students, notably in the studies compiled and analyzed by Pascarella and 
Terenzini (1991, 2005). In general, a college degree provides benefits in the areas of 
higher status employment and earnings. Evidence is mixed as to the incremental positive 
effects of attending a private or higher quality institution. More study is indicated to 
determine the extent to which effects of college on younger students translate to older 
students. 
There are important differences between adult learners and younger learners in 
terms of how and why they learn (Knowles, 2005; Merriam et al., 2007). Recognizing 
these differences, several models have been proposed to describe the adult college 
student experience (Bean & Metzner, 1985; Donaldson & Graham, 1999). In addition, a 
few studies have been done to understand how adult students have been affected by 
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earning a college degree. However, these studies are not in the context of online 
Bachelor’s degree completion programs offered by a private research university. 
To the extent that adult college students have been studied, a common focus has 
been attrition and retention. A number of quantitative studies have attempted to correlate 
various demographic and environmental factors with completion. While enumerating 
some tendencies in the data, these quantitative studies have tended to lack explanatory 
power, typically only explaining around 10% of the variation in student outcomes. A 
qualitative approach is indicated to better understand what is motivating adult students 
and where they are finding value in their undergraduate education. 
Building on the work of previous researchers and her own work, Kasworm 
(2010b) has proposed the Adult Undergraduate Student Identity (AUSI) model to 
describe the adult working student. This model was used to inform the design of my 
study and the analysis of the data, particularly with regard to contextual and 
environmental issues. 
This review of the literature has established that there is a gap in our 
understanding of the outcomes experienced by the adult online undergraduate degree 
completer. Most studies of adults in higher education either predate online learning or 
involve classroom-based learning. Few are in the context of a private research university. 
Many studies attempt to predict or affect online student retention, but most do not address 
completion of full programs and do not address the value of the degree to the degree 
completer. This study helps to address the gap in understanding the value of the 
Bachelor’s degree earned online to the adult learner, and in doing so provides a learner-
centered focus rather than the institutional focus of most existing studies.  
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Chapter Three: Methodology 
Introduction and Overview 
Organization of chapter. This chapter describes the research methodology 
employed in this study. This introductory section describes the purpose of the study, the 
research questions, and the rationale for the research approach. The subsequent sections 
of this chapter discuss the participants in the study and the context of the degree 
programs they completed, the information needed to answer the research questions, the 
research design, the methods of data collection, and the methods of data analysis. The 
final sections of this chapter will address issues of trustworthiness and ethical issues.  
Purpose. The purpose of this exploratory descriptive qualitative case study is to 
improve understanding of how completion of one of several similar online Bachelor’s 
degree completion programs offered by a large urban East Coast research university 
affects the lives of the graduates. This study sought to increase understanding of the 
benefits of these degree programs from the perspective of the graduate/learner in light of 
their real world contexts and multiple life roles. It is hoped that improved understanding 
of the impact of earning a degree in this manner will contribute to better program design 
and indicate opportunities for further research. 
Despite increased interest in adult learners among policy makers and higher 
education leaders, often related to achieving national goals for workforce preparation and 
economic development, adult learners remain a “mystery” to many (Paulson & Boeke, 
2006, p. 1). The research that has been conducted on adult students has been primarily 
institutionally focused. Researchers have placed an emphasis on finding the best ways for 
institutions to contend with adult learners (Donaldson & Townsend, 2007). In contrast, 
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this study comes at the subject of adult college students from the graduate/learner 
perspective. Rather than viewing adult students from the perspective of the university or 
the benefits of a college educated population from a societal perspective, this study gives 
voice to students that persevered, did the academic work, paid the tuition, and earned the 
degree, usually while holding a full-time job and often while supporting one or more 
dependents.  
Research Questions 
The research questions are derived from previous studies of part-time adult 
learners (Clark & Anderson, 1992; Kasworm, 1990, 2003, 2007, 2010a, 2010b; 
McLaughlin, 2010; Mishler, 1983), the conventional wisdom surrounding the value of 
attaining a college degree (Pusser et al., 2007), as well as my background as a higher 
education administrator with over 10 years of experience in online learning. 
This study was designed to answer the following research questions: 
1. How do adult Bachelor’s degree completers describe the impact of earning 
their degree? 
2. What larger contextual and environmental conditions affect these graduates’ 
perceptions of value? 
 As described below, to elicit the information sought, a qualitative research 
approach was indicated. Data were collected from participants primarily through personal 
interviews based on a semi-structured interview protocol. The interview protocol was 
based around interview questions designed to provide answers to the research questions. 
The data was analyzed and interpreted using an inductive process to identify themes that 
provided answers to the research questions.  
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Rationale for the Research Approach 
The research questions were best investigated through a qualitative approach. A 
quantitative approach is appropriate when the investigator is interested in establishing 
cause and effect, creating predictive models or describing the prevalence of a 
characteristic within a population. In contrast, when the object of a study is to understand 
the meaning of a phenomenon for those involved, as is the case here, a qualitative 
approach is indicated (Merriam, 2009). 
I came to this research with a constructivist or interpretive stance. This stance 
assumes that there is not a single reality to be uncovered, but rather multiple, socially 
constructed realities (Mertens, 2009). The research questions were developed under the 
assumption that the major phenomenon under study, the effects of earning an online 
Bachelor’s degree from a private research university as an adult, is affected by the 
experience of the individual student.  
Within the family of qualitative approaches, the qualitative case study approach 
was selected as the method for this study. "[T]he qualitative case study can be defined as 
an intensive, holistic description and analysis of a single entity, phenomenon, or social 
unit” (Merriam, 1988, p. 16). Merriam describes qualitative case studies as particularistic, 
descriptive, heuristic, and inductive. In this instance, the particular entity under 
investigation is a bounded system consisting of adult students that graduated between the 
fall of 2006 and the summer of 2010 from one of several online Bachelor’s degree 
completion programs intended for adult students. In order to be of use to readers the 
study provides detailed descriptions of the context of the study as well as detailed 
descriptions of the information provided by the graduates, including verbatim quotes. The 
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case is situated in the specific time and place in which it occurred. The study was 
intended to be heuristic as it seeks to illuminate the reader’s insight into the phenomenon 
under study, extend the reader’s experience, and provide insight into the world of the 
participants. Finally, the study was inductive as inductive reasoning was used to generate 
concepts, themes, and generalizations from the data. 
The qualitative case study method was the most appropriate method to answer the 
identified research questions. In contrast to survey research or quantitative approaches, 
case studies are concerned with “interpretation in context” (Merriam, 1988, p. 21) which 
is what this study hoped to achieve. Case study research is often an appropriate method 
for the study of educational programs: 
Anchored in real-life situations, the case study results in a rich and holistic 
account of a phenomenon. It offers insights and illuminates meanings that 
expand readers' experiences. These insights can be construed as tentative 
hypotheses that help structure future research; hence, case study plays an 
important role in advancing a field's knowledge base. Because of its 
strengths, case study is a particularly appealing design for applied fields of 
study such as education. Educational processes, problems, and programs 
can be examined to bring about understanding that in turn can affect and 
perhaps even improve practice. (Merriam, 1988, p. 32) 
Participants and Context 
Population under study. The population under study consisted of the 97 adult 
graduates, ages 31 or older, that graduated from online Bachelor’s degree completion 
programs at a large urban East Coast private research university during the period fall 
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2006 through summer 2010 (academic years 2006-2007, 2007-2008, 2008-2009 and 
2009-2010). Table 1 describes the population by major and academic year of graduation. 
Table 2 provides the breakdown by major and gender. Table 3 describes the data by 
major and ethnicity.  
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Table 1 
 
Distribution of Population by Academic Year of Graduation and Major 
 
Major AY 06-07 AY 07-08 AY 08-09 AY 09-10 Total 
Business Administration  2  1 3 
Communications & Applied Tech 1 2 2 10 15 
Computing & Security Tech  2  3 5 
Computing Technology   1 2 3 
General Studies 6 17 15 23 61 
Psychology 1  3 6 10 
Total 8 23 21 45 97 
 
Major AY 06-07 AY 07-08 AY 08-09 AY 09-10 Total 
Business Administration  9%  2% 3% 
Communications & Applied Tech 13% 9% 10% 22% 15% 
Computing & Security Tech  9%  7% 5% 
Computing Technology   5% 4% 3% 
General Studies 75% 74% 71% 51% 63% 
Psychology 13%  14% 13% 10% 
Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 
 
 
 
 
     
 
 
 
 
Major Male Female Total 
Business Administration 2 1 3 
Communications & Applied Tech 5 10 15 
Computing & Security Tech 5  5 
Computing Technology 2 1 3 
General Studies 27 34 61 
Psychology 2 8 10 
Total 43 54 97 
 
Major Male Female Total 
Business Administration 67% 33% 100% 
Communications & Applied Tech 33% 67% 100% 
Computing & Security Tech 100%  100% 
Computing Technology 67% 33% 100% 
General Studies 44% 56% 100% 
Psychology 20% 80% 100% 
Total 44% 56% 100% 
The highest mean was General Studies 
  
Table 2 
 
Distribution of Population by Major and Gender 
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Major 
White 
Non-
Hispanic 
African 
American 
/ Black 
Non-His 
Asian or 
Pacific 
Islander 
Other 
Hispanic 
Native 
American 
or Alaskan 
Unknown 
No 
Response 
Given 
No Data Total 
Business Admin 2  1      3 
Comm & 
Applied Tech 7 2 1 1  1 2 1 15 
Computing & 
Security Tech 3 1 1      5 
Computing 
Technology 1  1     1 3 
General Studies 41 7 3 1 1 1 4 3 61 
Psychology 6 1      3 10 
Total 60 11 7 2 1 2 6 8 97 
          
Major 
White 
Non-
Hispanic 
African 
American 
/ Black 
Non-His 
Asian or 
Pacific 
Islander 
Other 
Hispanic 
Native 
American 
or Alaskan 
Unknown 
No 
Response 
Given 
No Data Total 
Business Admin 67%  33%      100% 
Comm & 
Applied Tech 47% 13% 7% 7%  7% 13% 7% 100% 
Computing & 
Security Tech 60% 20% 20%      100% 
Computing 
Technology 33%  33%     33% 100% 
General Studies 67% 11% 5% 2% 2% 2% 7% 5% 100% 
Psychology 60% 10%      30% 100% 
Total 62% 11% 7% 2% 1% 2% 6% 8% 100% 
The highest mean was General Studies. 
 
The minimum admission criteria for the relevant academic programs consisted 
primarily of completion of 24 college credits with a grade point average of 2.5 or above 
on a four-point scale.  
The online courses taken by the students followed the university’s normal 
academic calendar: four quarters per year consisting of 10 weeks of classes and a one 
Table 3 
 
Distribution of Population by Major and Ethnicity 
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week final examination period. The programs were not cohorted, meaning that the course 
load and course sequencing was flexible on a student-by-student basis rather than the 
student being part of a group of students following a prescribed plan of study. On 
average, the graduating students earned just over 100 quarter credits at the focus 
institution toward the total degree requirements of approximately 180 quarter credits. 
Students took as few as one year or as many as nine years to complete their degree 
requirements. The tuition charged to the students was at the very high end of the range of 
tuition charged for alternative programs at other institutions. During the period in which 
the students graduated, tuition was approximately $600 per quarter credit hour (the 
equivalent of $900 per semester credit hour). 
How participants were selected. A purposeful sampling strategy was used to 
select the participants. Purposeful sampling is a non-probability sampling technique used 
in qualitative research where the sample selected is based on where the most can be 
learned. The type of purposeful sampling used is maximum variation sampling. This 
strategy is used where the objective is to generate a dense theory by investigating widely 
ranging cases (Merriam, 2009). The researcher sought to recruit participants with 
maximum variation along the following dimensions: major, age, gender, ethnicity, 
number of credits transferred, and length of time to complete degree. Due to the 
exploratory nature of this study, at the outset it was not possible to know which, if any, of 
these characteristics may be relevant to answer the research questions. The researcher 
was sensitive to the emergence of other significant characteristics of the population that 
in combination with the other data shed light on the research questions. 
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Contact information for the target population was accessed by means of a query 
of the university student information system. Prospective participants in the study were 
contacted by the university through e-mail. Contact through online social media sites 
supplemented contact by e-mail. Graduates that were interested in participating in the 
study were asked to contact the investigator by phone or e-mail to set up an interview. 
Upon being contacted by an interested graduate, the investigator scheduled and 
conducted the interview at the earliest possible date. The researcher ceased additional 
recruiting once 24 graduates willing to participate in the study were identified. The study 
participants were sent a copy of the interview questions via e-mail to allow them to 
review the questions in advance of the live interview with the investigator. 
Research Design Overview 
The object of the research was to develop insight into the value graduates place in 
an online Bachelor’s degree earned as an adult from a private research university. The 
primary data collection technique was the personal interview. This technique is 
appropriate where the objective is to find out what is in and on someone else's mind 
(Merriam, 1988). A sufficient number of graduates were interviewed to establish the 
major themes and gain a broad range of perspectives. 
Methods of Data Collection 
The primary method of data collection was 24 personal interviews conducted by 
the researcher and another trained interviewer, Judith Giering. The interviews were 
conducted either in person or by telephone based on the preference of the participant and 
practical considerations of time and cost of travel. For the interviews conducted in 
person, the researcher made an audio recording of the interview using an application 
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running on an Apple iPod Touch. For the interviews conducted by telephone, the 
researcher used an online conferencing solution that allowed for the recording of the 
phone call. Regardless of the recording method employed, the participants were informed 
of the procedure and given the option of either consenting to be recorded or of 
withdrawing from the study. The audio recordings were transcribed by a commercial 
transcription service, CastingWords (see http://www.castingwords.com). To provide 
additional dimensions of information in addition to that captured in the transcript text, the 
interviewer reflected on the interview shortly after its conclusion and made notes as to the 
overall impression left by the participant, including aspects such as mood and tone 
(Merriam, 1988). 
Interview Questions and Procedure 
At the outset of the interview, the researcher described to participants his 
motivations and the purpose of the study, explained that the confidentiality of the 
participants will be protected through use of pseudonyms, and explained the logistics of 
the interview such as the recording procedure and anticipated time commitment. In 
addition to standard demographic questions, the substantive interview questions listed 
below were used. As advised by Maxwell (2005, p. 91-93), these questions were not 
intended to “operationalize” the research questions, but rather were designed to elicit the 
data that would, upon analysis, shed light upon the research questions. The participants 
were assured of the confidentiality of the information they provided as well as the 
confidentiality of their identity in the final report.  
The identities of the study participants will remain confidential and no personal 
identifiers linking the participants back to their responses were maintained. Where 
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specific graduates are quoted or indicated in the final report, pseudonyms were used to 
help minimize the chance that the participant could be identified.   
Interview questions (exclusive of demographic questions).  
1. Tell me a little about your background and how you came to be an adult student at 
the university. 
2. What challenges did you encounter in earning your degree? How did you get past 
them? 
3. Tell me about a valuable learning experience you had at the university that stands 
out to you. What made this experience particularly valuable to you? 
4. In what ways have your professional goals been affected by earning your 
Bachelor’s degree?  
5. In what ways have you been affected as a person by earning your Bachelor’s 
degree?  
6. In what ways did the online aspect of the program affect the value of the degree to 
you?  
7. How has the perception and reputation of the university affected the value of the 
degree to you? 
8. If you were in charge of the online degree programs at Research U., what would 
you do differently to make the programs more valuable to students like you? 
The interviews were semi-structured. The researcher used probes related to the 
questions listed above to draw out the interviewees or follow-up on interesting 
statements.  
  50  
Preliminary Results / Pilot Study 
The researcher collected feedback on the proposed interview questions from an 
initial group of five pilot study participants during personal telephone interviews. In the 
event that the interview questions were found to be intrusive or inappropriate or if the 
questions could be modified to better address my research questions, appropriate 
revisions to the questions would have been made. However, no such issues were 
identified in the pilot study. Since no changes to the approach to the study were indicated 
by the results of the pilot study, the data collected in the pilot study was part of the pool 
of data analyzed in the main study. 
Methods of Analysis 
The analysis of data was guided by the process described by Merriam (2009). The 
processes of collecting and analyzing data were intertwined, with data analysis starting 
with the data collected in the first interview. As the data collection process proceeded, 
wound down and eventually concluded, data analysis moved to the forefront. The essence 
of the data analysis process was making meaning out of the data by finding themes in the 
data through an iterative and initially inductive process of coding the data. Eventually, 
the data analysis process became in part deductive as the researcher began to look for 
data consistent with (or at variance with) the categories previously created.  
The analysis of the interview data began with noting interesting themes in the 
data. As this is an exploratory study, I was open to any potentially interesting or 
significant themes that emerged. This stage of analysis is often called open coding. 
Following open coding, the researcher sorted the initial codes into broader categories that 
began to bring meaning to the data. This stage in the coding is sometimes referred to as 
  51  
axial coding or analytical coding. As additional interviews were conducted the coding 
scheme was continuously re-evaluated in order to develop the most meaningful 
categories and hierarchy of categories.  
Starting from a large number of initial categories, as the analysis process 
proceeded and became more deductive and theoretical, a smaller number of broad themes 
addressing the research questions emerged. An experienced second researcher verified 
the reasonableness of the coding structure and of the themes that were identified by the 
primary researcher. These broad themes are the basis of the narrative that describes how 
the participants in the study experience value from the attainment of their online 
Bachelor’s degree from an online degree program at this private East Coast 
comprehensive research university. 
Additional detail on how the data analysis was carried out is provided in Chapter 
4 under “Data Collection and Analysis.” 
Issues of Trustworthiness 
Threats to the trustworthiness of my results included the possibility that the 
interviewee sample introduces bias, that the interviewees would not provide truthful 
information, or that the analysis of the data would be inaccurate. In addition, the 
possibility exists that my position as a university administrator and occasional part-time 
instructor influenced the responses of the interviewees. Each of these threats is addressed 
in turn. 
Interviewee selection. Were the results biased by the sample of graduates that 
were interviewed? This study sought to understand the range of graduate perceptions of 
the value of a Bachelor’s degree online. While the study sought to assure that all major 
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perspectives that exist in the population are represented in the results, and to report a 
sense of which perspectives are most common, this study did not seek to find statistical 
generalizability from the sample to the population.  
In order to meet the goals for the study, a purposeful sampling strategy was used 
to select the participants. Purposeful sampling is a non-probability sampling technique 
used in qualitative research where the sample selected is based on where the most can be 
learned. The type of purposeful sampling used is maximum variation sampling.  
The universe of recent adult graduates of the university’s online Bachelor’s 
degree completion programs is 97 students. The researcher planned to interview 
approximately 25% of the population, a number anticipated to be sufficient to capture the 
broad range of graduate experience. Twenty-four interviews were actually conducted. 
The researcher looked to recruit participants with maximum variation along the following 
dimensions: major, age, gender, ethnicity, number of credits transferred, and length of 
time to complete degree. If more than 25 people volunteered for the study, to minimize 
selection bias, the first 25 that met the range of characteristics sought were to be 
interviewed. However, since the participants were asked to volunteer, the possibility 
exists that an important perspective was excluded. The population has known 
demographic characteristics such as age, gender, ethnicity, and prior college experience. 
In Chapter Four, I report the characteristics of the interview sample as well as the 
population as a whole to allow the reader to make appropriate inferences about the 
generalizability of the results not only to the population in this study but also to other 
similar contexts. 
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There was no way to determine in advance the number of interviews that would 
be sufficient to meet the goals of the study. The maximum number of interviewees were 
limited by practical considerations of time, resources, and accessibility of potential 
participants as well as the willingness of potential participants to volunteer for the study. 
Ideally, the decision to stop collecting data is made based on saturation of categories 
(little valuable new information being uncovered), emergence of regular patterns in the 
data, and recognition that any new information is either not contributing to the existing 
categories nor resulting in the emergence of useful new categories (Lincoln & Guba, 
1985). 
Truthfulness of reports. How do we know that what the graduates told the 
researcher is true and not what they thought either the researcher or the university wanted 
to hear? As graduates that are separated from the university for at least one year, the 
interviewees had little incentive to provide untruthful information. To make the graduates 
comfortable, the researcher assured them of confidentiality and interviewed them at a 
time, location and format (telephone or in person) of their choosing.  
To reduce the possibility of the data being distorted by the primary researcher in 
his role as interviewer, some of the interviews involved a second researcher / outside 
observer. Through collaboration with the second researcher, and comparison of the data 
collected and analyzed by the primary researcher and the second researcher, the 
investigator sought to verify the authenticity of the results. The outside observer, Judith 
Giering, participated in the study by performing two of the interviews and reviewing the 
coding of data. I selected Dr. Giering to perform this role based on her education and 
experience. Dr. Giering holds a Ph.D. in Education and is a trained researcher and 
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interviewer. Dr. Giering also has extensive experience in instructional design and online 
learning. In addition, to Dr. Giering, my supervising professor, Dr. Elizabeth Haslam, 
oversaw all aspects of this research, including the data analysis procedures.  
There may have been a tendency for the graduates to positively view their degree 
as a psychological response to the level of effort they have put into earning it. On the 
other hand, some graduates may have shown a sort of buyer’s remorse. However, in this 
case the perception of the graduates was the reality, so the reasons behind perceptions are 
not a source of concern; rather the goal was to assure that all perspectives were 
represented in the results. 
Interviewer role. I acknowledge and accept that I as a qualitative researcher am 
the primary instrument used in this study. My experiences as a researcher, a higher 
education administrator, an instructor, and a student all became part of this study along 
with how I am situated in the society at large. As the interpreter of this study, I embrace 
the subjectivity inherent in my involvement in the study (Marshall & Rossman, 2006). 
“Because qualitative researchers believe that your personal views can never be kept 
separate from interpretations, personal reflections about the meaning of the data are 
included in the research study. You base these personal interpretations on hunches, 
insights, and intuition.” (Creswell, p. 264, 2008) 
In addition to being a doctoral student, the primary researcher is also a university 
administrator with over 10 years’ experience in online higher education as well as 
experience as an occasional part-time instructor. I made clear to the participants my 
involvement with online education. 
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Some of the participants in the study may have had contact with the primary 
researcher in his administrative or faculty role. If I had previous contact with any of the 
participants it is likely to have been very limited as my administrative role does not 
generally involve contact with students and my teaching contact would have been limited 
to one or two courses out of an entire Bachelor’s degree program. I conveyed that my 
research interest and interest in online and adult education in general developed out of my 
involvement in the field. I communicated to the participants that this study will only be 
useful if the information collected is accurate, even if some of that information is 
unexpected or negative. I was clear that this is academic research being performed as part 
of a doctoral program, not a public relations effort designed to cast the university in a 
favorable light.  
Ethical Issues 
Could the research harm the interviewee-graduates? The risk of harm is very 
slight. The identities of the interviewees were kept confidential and participation in the 
study was voluntary. As the interviewees have already successfully completed their 
degree programs, they are unlikely to have an active connection to the university, so there 
was no pressure to participate in the study and very low potential for any negative 
repercussions even if there were an unauthorized disclosure of student identities within 
the university.  
There would have been some potential for harm to the interviewees if the study 
reached the conclusion that the value of an online degree to graduates was low as this 
might affect public perceptions of online degrees. However, it is unlikely that even in the 
event that negative findings were reported that the interviewees would perceive this 
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academic study as having a significant influence over overall public perceptions of online 
degrees. 
A potential perceived conflict of interest existed due to the researcher’s position 
as an online higher education administrator. I potentially have an incentive to report 
findings that could be used to promote online learning and increase the number of 
enrollments. Of course, my involvement in online learning is also one of the main sources 
of my interest in the research topic. To reduce the potential for bias, I involved another 
professional researcher to conduct some of the interviews, to verify the coding of the 
data, and to review the conclusions of the primary researcher. However, in the final 
analysis, the accuracy of the final report rests on my integrity as a researcher. 
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Chapter Four: Findings 
Introduction 
The purpose of this qualitative case study was to improve understanding of how 
completion of one of several similar online Bachelor’s degree completion programs 
offered by a large urban East Coast research university affects the lives of the graduates. 
This study sought to increase understanding of the benefits of these degree programs 
from the perspective of the graduate/learner in light of their real world contexts and 
multiple life roles. It is hoped that improved understanding of the impact of earning a 
degree in this manner will contribute to better program design and point to opportunities 
for further research. 
This study was designed to answer the following questions: 
1. How do adult Bachelor’s degree completers describe the impact of earning 
their degree? 
2. What larger contextual and environmental conditions affect these graduates’ 
perceptions of value?  
This chapter begins with a description of the characteristics of the participants in 
the study. The main body of the chapter describes the findings of the study distilled from 
interviews with the 24 respondents. These findings shed light on the research questions 
stated above. 
This research used a qualitative case study approach to collect data through in-
depth semi-structured interviews of 24 graduates of several online Bachelor’s degree 
completion programs offered by a large urban private East Coast research university. The 
24 participants were recruited from a population of 97 students that were graduated at the 
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age of 31 or older between fall 2006 and summer 2010. The interviews were conducted 
during January, February, and March of 2012. Twenty-one of the 24 interviews were 
conducted by telephone with the remainder conducted face-to-face.  
As described in Chapter Three, the interview data was analyzed through an 
inductive process. The data analysis process sought to make meaning out of the data by 
finding themes through an iterative and initially inductive process of coding the data. As 
the analysis proceeded, it became in part deductive as the researcher looked for data 
consistent with, or at variance with, the categories previously created. The themes that 
emerged from the process became the findings that address the research questions. 
Each finding is supported by “thick description” (Denzin, 2001) in the voices of 
the participants themselves. By providing extensive quotations, I hope to allow the reader 
to enter into the reality of the study participants in order that readers can both understand 
that reality and also relate the context and findings of this study to their own context, 
particularly broadly similar higher education contexts. 
Characteristics of the Respondents 
The researcher attempted to contact all 97 students in the population under study. 
Contacts were made by electronic means, primarily e-mail, but also messaging within 
Facebook and LinkedIn. The first 24 people that responded became the participants in the 
study. All the graduates that responded and followed-through on making an appointment 
to be interviewed were interviewed. Additional recruiting efforts would have been 
required to recruit additional study participants. 
The participants were broadly representative of the population as described in the 
table below. 
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Table 4 
 
Comparison of Population to the Sample 
Category Population Sample 
Number of Students 97 24 
Female 56% 63% 
White 62% 67% 
Black 11% 17% 
General Studies majors 63% 71% 
Communications and Applied Technology majors 15% 13% 
Psychology majors 10% 8% 
 
Fourteen of 24 participants (58%) were identifiable as first-generation college 
students (six were not first-generation students and four could not be determined). 
Twenty of the 24 participants (83%) were parents. Of the 20 parents, 16 were currently 
part of a married couple. The average age of the participants at time of graduation was 
40, with a range of 31 to 55. Twenty-one of the 24 participants were working full time. 
One was a full-time student. Two were substitute teachers. 
Data Collection and Analysis 
Twenty-two of the 24 interviews were conducted by the primary researcher. Two 
interviews were conducted by a colleague who was an outside observer. Twenty-one 
interviews were conducted by phone, three were conducted in person. Two of the three 
in-person interviews were conducted in the primary researcher’s campus office, the 
remaining in-person interview was conducted in the interviewee’s office.  
All the interviews were recorded by the researcher and then transcribed by a 
transcription service. The interviews conducted by telephone were recorded using a 
telephone conferencing service (FreeConference.com) that produced a downloadable 
digital recording. The interviews that were conducted in person were recorded using an 
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Apple iPod touch with a recording app. The recordings were sent to a commercial 
transcription service, CastingWords (http://www.castingwords.com). CastingWords 
returned written transcripts in about a week. The primary researcher reviewed the 
transcripts for accuracy and made minor manual corrections as necessary. 
The transcripts were analyzed by the primary researcher using the inductive 
processes described in Chapter Three to derive the findings described in this chapter. 
Upon receiving the transcripts electronically from the transcription service, I saved a 
local electronic copy and created a printed copy that I placed in a three-ring binder. I read 
through each transcript and made notes of categories and possibly important pieces of 
data using margin notes and underlining. After reading a number of transcripts from the 
first interviews, I started to keep separate notes of the categories and emerging themes 
that arose out of the data.  As additional interviews were conducted the coding scheme 
was continuously re-evaluated in order to develop the most meaningful categories and a 
hierarchy of categories.  
The essence of the data analysis process was making meaning out of the data by 
finding themes in the data through an iterative and initially inductive process of coding 
the data. Eventually, the data analysis process became in part deductive as I began to look 
for data consistent with (or at variance with) the categories previously created. Categories 
were eventually finalized, informed by the conceptual framework. Categories not bearing 
on the research questions were eliminated. 
Frequency tables kept in Microsoft Excel were used as a tool to both count 
frequency and to look for relationships between categories. I also used Excel to keep 
track of nuggets of interview data that I thought I might want to later want to quote in this 
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document. In an iterative process, analysis continued as a narrative began to be 
constructed and reviewed with my committee chair / research supervisor. The themes that 
emerged from the analysis process that shed light on the research questions became the 
findings of this study. 
This chapter will describe these findings in detail in the voices of the participants. 
In addition, opportunities for program improvement identified by the participants will be 
reported. 
To protect confidentiality, pseudonyms are used to identify the participants and 
universities referenced by the participants during their interviews. The large urban East 
Coast research university from which the participants were graduated is identified as 
“Research U.” The participants also made references to several nationally marketed for 
profit universities. These institutions are identified as “For-Profit U.” 
Findings of the Study 
1. A majority (15 of 24 [63%]) of participants described career benefits that 
resulted from earning their degree. 
Participants frequently recalled career motivations as a primary reason for 
returning to college to complete their degree. Now, as graduates, the majority of 
participants described that they had in fact experienced positive career-related outcomes 
in the form of new jobs, promotions, or feelings of increased employment security. 
Many participants associated their Bachelor’s degree with upward employment 
mobility. As George commented, “Yeah, it’s everything. I couldn’t have moved up in the 
company the way I did without having it.”  Ellie stated, “Obtaining my degree allowed 
for a promotion which was a big deal for my family, for my self-worth.” Larry said, 
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“Where I wanted to go required me to have a degree. I’ve been able to get to that point as 
a result.”  
Participants started to see opportunities open up at they completed their degree. 
Ursula said, “I was doing secretarial work, and as soon as I obtained my Bachelor’s I 
knew I could start substitute teaching, which is something I enjoy a lot more.” 
In some cases, conferment of a degree resulted in an automatic promotion. 
Referring to her promotion, Jackie, a project manager at a major defense contractor 
stated: 
I needed [a Bachelor’s degree] to get it. Yep. I was working at the same 
level as everyone else. I should say the same capacity. Everyone was a 
level higher than me as far as title and things like that. But I was still 
doing the same work as everyone, but as soon as I completed [the degree] 
I did receive it.  
One participant, Quentin, continued on to earn two Master’s degrees after 
completing his Bachelor’s at Research U. When asked about the impact of attaining his 
Bachelor’s degree on his professional goals, he said, “In my professional life, it’s really 
opened up a whole lot of doors that simply would have been closed shut to me.”  
In some cases it took time for the effect of the Bachelor’s degree to be realized. 
One participant, Rick, planned to improve his professional prospects by both completing 
his Bachelor’s degree and moving to a large pharmaceutical company that offered more 
opportunities than were available at the regional baking company where he was a 
supervisor.  
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I was a supervisor at [the baking company] my last three years there. … 
So I knew I wasn’t going anywhere [at the baking company], so I started 
looking. … I actually started at an entry level job [at the pharmaceutical 
company]. … So I took it like two steps back, hopefully to take three steps 
forward. … I finally got my degree. … You’re trying to be patient about 
it. You’re trying to be positive. ‘I finally got my degree. Something’s 
going to come for me.’ For the first two years [at the pharmaceutical 
company], the only thing I was doing was cleaning rooms and doing all 
this work. It did work out eventually. … And again, the degree really 
helped, because the job I’m at now is a learning specialist, something I 
never thought I’d be doing. It’s basically a trainer. … I went in for an 
interview and I get the job, again, because of my degree, because you 
needed a degree [laughs].  
Walt, a participant that had just landed a job after six months of unemployment 
stated:  
I couldn’t fathom being out there in this job marketplace without a 
Bachelor’s degree. … I think that if I didn’t have a Bachelor’s degree, I 
would be a lot less valuable in the marketplace even though I have the 
professional experience, just because people view it as a credible entity 
when you have a college education, because it does count for a lot. … 
Yes, it took me six months [to find a job], but I think that not having a 
Bachelor’s degree, it would have taken me a lot longer. … Ninety-nine 
percent of the jobs I was looking at required a Bachelor’s degree [laughs].  
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Participants noted that an important benefit of earning their degree was improved 
marketability in the event that they either had to, or chose to, seek new employment. As 
Yolanda stated, “I’m not doing my job any differently that I did it previously, but this is 
something that will increase my marketability in the event that I want to look at different 
potential employers down the road.” 
All (9 of 9 [100%]) of the male participants in the study described positive career 
outcomes whereas fewer than half (6 of 15 [40%]) of female graduates had experienced 
positive career outcomes. In two cases, female participants attributed their lack of career 
success post-degree to the economy. As Iris said:  
When I got my Bachelor’s degree, I really had plans for it. I thought that I 
would be able to leave [my current employer] and get some kind of better 
paying job. What I didn’t bank on was the economy tanking. And all of a 
sudden everybody was just happy to have a job. So I can’t really say that 
my Bachelor’s degree didn’t work. 
2. A majority (14 of 24 [58%]) of participants described earning their 
degree as an important accomplishment that improved their self-
confidence and self-esteem. 
Almost all participants described the positive effects on their lives of earning their 
degree as going well beyond the practical career-related benefits. These positive personal 
outcomes included a strong sense of accomplishment and improved confidence and self-
esteem. In contrast to the participants’ description of the career benefits of earning their 
degree, the positive non-career personal outcomes that the participants described seemed 
to come from a deeper emotional level.  
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Participants often described experiencing a tremendous sense of accomplishment 
at achieving the long-term and formidable goal of earning a Bachelor’s degree in 
adulthood. Karl stated, “It’s one of the high points of my life. I mean, next to my children 
being born, it’s probably right there number three.” Another participant, Talia, stated:  
It’s an incredible sense of accomplishment that … even though it took me 
my whole adult life. I started when I was 21 and it was like 18 years. I 
stuck with it and did it. Just a great sense of accomplishment.   
Larry described how earning his degree improved his self-confidence. In addition, 
he described his perception of a change in how he was viewed by others after earning his 
degree: 
It is important to my self-esteem, my self-confidence. … Much more 
confident. I feel like a lot of what I thought I knew and what I learned on 
the way is validated with being degreed. Much more confident. Self-
esteem light years ahead of where it was. … [Once you have your degree] 
they’re much more open to your ideas. Completely different work 
environment as a result. … I feel like I belong in social environments that 
I didn’t feel like I belonged in previously. I can contribute. The confidence 
is probably the biggest difference before and after.  
Nancy said, “I’m more confident in my ability to go after something, achieve it, 
and succeed beyond my own expectations. Just at pursuing it, being persistent, stick-to-
itiveness. It just made a difference for me.” Iris said, “I am a much better person for 
having went, even if I never change jobs or [if I] stay at the same company. I have 
developed myself, I feel better about myself. … I just feel more polished.” 
  66  
Olivia told a story about how the experience of earning her Bachelor’s degree 
gave her both the intellectual tools and the confidence to negotiate a promotion:  
I was able to build a case for myself, talk to my boss, talk to the HR 
person on the job to say, ‘This is not an administrative assistant job. I 
bring more to the role than what it is you hired me to do. I really believe I 
should be compensated appropriately for what I bring to the table and for 
all my experience.’ She was like, ‘It’s not going to change.’ Just last week 
she came to me with the HR manager, and they’re both telling me, ‘We’re 
going to change your job title, and we’re increasing your compensation.’ 
That was because of my education. In the past I would have just been very 
angry and feel paralyzed and powerless to do anything. But because of my 
experience in school, I was able to build a case and able to keep my 
professional composure and have reasonable conversations with these 
people and really convince them that I deserve more and you should give 
me more. … I think sometimes it’s just the confidence that it gives you.  
Not having a degree was clearly a burden for some students. As Karl stated:  
It was an esteem issue. I regretted not being able to finish school so much. 
It really haunted me for a long time. But it certainly from a self-esteem 
and fulfillment [perspective], it really made a difference in my life.  
Barbara saw earning her degree as removing a negative, stating that earning her 
degree resulted in “not feeling that I’ve failed.” Jackie described how not being degreed 
weighed on her:  
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Oh, it was horrible. … like you sit and you think about it. When people 
make small talk with you and things like that, that is something that comes 
up. It does. It always did weigh on me the fact that I didn’t have that 
degree. It was bothersome to me.   
3. A majority (14 of 24 [58%]) of participants described earning their 
degree as resulting in benefits for their children or family. 
As previously described, 20 of the 24 participants (83%) were parents. Of the 20 
parents, 16 were currently part of a married couple. A majority of participants described 
the benefits to the family unit as a result of the participant earning his or her degree. In 
some cases, the degree resulted in a job that allowed more time for family. In other cases, 
the participant described how he or she was setting a positive example for their children. 
Some participants described what earning their degree meant to their parents. 
For Stan, completion of his degree allowed for a change to a more family-friendly 
lifestyle:  
I’m starting a family; I’m married, not working 100 hours a week. It’s 
because of the career transition that I was able to make and the only reason 
I was able to make it was because I was able to complete my degree.  
Other participants found value in setting a positive example for their children. 
Larry reported, “I can see where I’ve got that will and the desire to get things done, finish 
what I start. It’s great for my kids to see it. It’s reshaped me as a person.” 
George said: 
Actually, another motivating factor for me for completing my degree was I 
have children. I didn’t want my children to say, ‘Hey, Dad is successful. 
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He never got his college degree.’ That was kind of another thing in the 
back of my head for why I wanted to make sure I had a degree.  
Ursula cited the example she set for her daughter: 
I was able to feel like I was setting a really great example for my children, 
in particular my daughter. That was really important for me to do, as a 
mother, to show my daughter that it was really important to place that 
value on an education.  
Another mother, Barbara, stated:  
I really think a beneficial point is my kids, my older children, saw me push 
through. Going to work full time, taking two classes online – I have an 
infant baby – and then staying up on top of their homework and their 
school activities, I think just modeled that whatever you want, you can 
obtain.  
Another mother, Jackie, expressed the hope that her children would chose to 
attend college while still young rather than as an adult: 
I have something to share with my kids and let them know how hard I 
worked and sacrifices that I had to make to get this degree done. So 
hopefully they will learn from my experience and go [to college] when 
they get out of [high] school.  
Larry, a father, expressed that his dedication to his studies had encouraged his 
children to value their educational opportunities: 
My kids were young at the time so they didn’t really understand why dad 
was stuck in front of the laptop for 10 or 12 hours a week. But now they 
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just look back on it and they admire pops for putting in the hard work and 
I think it’s actually helped them appreciate what they’ve got and adapting 
to their academic situation and being a little more ambitious with their 
learning. … I use myself as a good example and I try to teach the boys 
about taking care of their education. We’ve all benefitted, not just myself 
personally.  
In the same vein, Iris, a mother, said:  
I’m a better person. I’m a better parent. I have a 16 year old boy and he’s 
all boy and I have to prod him. … I started going back to college for my 
Associate’s when he was two years old so basically all his life he’s seen 
me in school. I like to think I was a role model for him and then also I 
know that there’s studies that the more education your parents have it 
passes on to the children. I’m certainly hoping, I’m banking, that this 
works out for me. I don’t know. … That’s what I tell him. I don’t want 
you to do what I did. I don’t want you to have to struggle, balance work, 
family, and a job. I want you to have this experience and do it right after 
[high] school and things like that. He hears me but he also likes pulling 
my chain. We’ll see.  
Some participants viewed earning their degree in part as keeping a promise made 
to their parents. Nancy said: 
I’ve always wanted to finish it. To be very, very honest, I promised my 
dad I would do it and I did it. Actually, I picked up my diploma on their 
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50th wedding anniversary. … That was a deep pusher, to get it before he 
died.  
Anna stated, “That was my ultimate goal [to finish my degree]. I said, ‘Before my 
parents die.’ I thought like, I had done all for them and then it was sad that I couldn’t 
graduate and it hurt me. It hurts.”  
Martha, a first generation graduate related her parents’ pride in her 
accomplishment of earning her Bachelor’s degree at age 50: 
They were so proud. My mother, she told everybody. She wanted to call 
the newspaper. I was like, ‘Mom, please. People get Bachelor’s degrees 
every day.’ But [mom said], ‘No, you’re the first person in our family to 
actually go to college and finish.’  
4. A large majority (21 of 24 [88%]) of participants described the improved 
knowledge and skills that resulted from the process of earning their 
degree. 
Participants described in positive terms the learning experiences they had at 
Research U. These experiences tended to fall into two categories, learning that had direct 
applicability to the participant’s career, and learning that was not directly career-related 
but that made the participant a more educated and well-rounded person.  
Many participants, especially the male participants, cited with approval specific 
classes and learning outcomes that were directly applicable to their job. 
Larry said: 
The applied learning experience at Research U. in several classes I can 
think of was absolutely tremendous.  
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George said: 
[T]he project management class was very helpful in managing time and 
projects at work – just the computer knowledge of having to work with 
systems. 
Rick stated: 
I got in and I enjoyed a lot of the courses right off the bat. I enjoyed the 
project management. I enjoyed business ethics. It really hit home in my 
work. 
Walt said: 
I think that for me it was all a valuable learning experience. But I think 
that if I had to name one class in particular, I’d say it’s probably my 
business writing class with [J. S.].  … [I]t gave me a good foundation to be 
a much better writer, when it came to a business sense. 
Dale described several memorable class experiences: 
By far my favorite class was the class I took on fostering creativity in 
organizations. I liked it because it was very practical and pragmatic. … 
The other thing I liked about it was we did cases, we were reading case 
studies. They were business school MBA type … One was about Cirque 
du Soleil. It was my first entrée into case analysis. It thought that was 
really fun. I had to write a paper on that, and I enjoyed that. I really liked 
that class. It was very engaging. 
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Karl said: 
I tell you I learned a tremendous amount that I still apply today, 
particularly in the areas of accounting and finance, industrial psychology. 
Yes, all those things are things that I feel that have really rounded me out 
in business, that I may have had a lot of thoughts about things and things 
I’ve learned from the school of hard knocks and from experience and all 
that, but it formalized a lot that I did know. … It certainly made me a more 
valuable employee.  
Nancy described an opportunity to apply her coursework on the job: 
I was already a manager anyway, but a lot of the classes I took really gave 
me the educational foundation and gave me new tips and techniques as far 
as project management and stuff is concerned, and really helped me shine. 
Our office ended up moving two years ago and I was able to use my 
project management class. I pulled those books out, and some of my 
organizational management books and class work and put that into effect 
and it really helped me shine. 
Other participants, particularly the female participants, recalled memorable 
learning experiences in areas beyond subjects directly applicable to their jobs:  
Jackie described a memorable English class: 
The best paper I think I ever wrote was for an English class. We had to 
debunk a myth. You know? Like the JFK shooting or Princess Diana’s 
death. Find some conspiracy theory. I wanted to do something out of the 
ordinary that really wouldn’t come up. I think my professor loved it 
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because I did the Paul McCartney is dead theory and all the things out 
there that give the clues that he was actually killed and a replacement 
came in for him. I had the best time writing that paper, and my mom had 
the best time reading that paper. And my professor loved it. 
Fernanda valued the diverse characteristics of the online students: 
I loved Research U.’s online classes because you had the opportunity to 
learn from people who were far away. I had a class with [a student] who 
was in the Navy and he was in Alaska. … You had the opportunity to 
learn from so many different people and different experiences. It was just 
really good. 
Ellie was able to relate a religion class to both her childhood and to her mom’s 
current illness: 
It was a class on religions. … I just found it so rewarding for that time in 
my life. My mom being sick and me growing up in a rather religious 
home. … We discussed various religions. One of our projects was that you 
pick a masterpiece, a painting, a piece of art and depict it or analyze it. 
Mine happened to be The Last Supper. Out of all the years I’ve gone to 
school, that really stood out for me. 
Olivia described the power and excitement of learning something new: 
But the astronomy class. At first I thought this is going to be horrible 
because it’s, you know, science to me, it’s like, you know, death. … I 
could not believe it. Just the passion for what [the professor] was teaching 
made me excited about it. It’s amazing. … You had to calculate, what is 
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that – the space station- would be in your, I guess place where you live. 
And then we have to go outside … and see it. … It was like three o’clock 
in the morning. I had to go right by the Ben Franklin Bridge. And it was 
like the most exciting thing I’ve ever done in my life. It like appeared out 
of nowhere. It came across the sky like a falling star, and then it just like 
disappeared again. I was like, ‘Oh, my God!’ It was so fascinating.  
Yolanda described how she was motivated by an English professor that interacted 
with her on a down-to-earth, person-to-person level: 
[My English professor] was so incredibly creative. He made the learning 
just such a blast. In one of the classes we were reading Shakespeare. We 
read a series of plays. … I’m thinking, ‘Oh, my God, Hamlet, how boring 
is this?’ But after watching two or three movies and sort of getting into the 
language, and then we read it. Then our final project for that class, he said, 
‘Don’t do a typical paper. I want you to blow me away.’ So I actually did 
a montage of photos. It was such a blast. His response when I turned in the 
draft was ‘Effing awesome.’ To have an instructor that interacts with you 
that way was just incredible for me. 
Victor described how an English professor helped Victor relate his war 
experiences: 
This one [professor], I can’t think of his name. He’s actually one of the 
heads of the English department. He’s a young guy, but he was tough. He 
was brutal. But it was great because it helped me grow. He actually pried 
out a lot of interesting things out of me. He had me talk about war 
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experiences. He had me talk about things that were not necessarily 
comfortable topics, but it really helped me in the long run. That was great. 
Harriet valued the well-rounded aspects of her curriculum, stating, “I really 
enjoyed the history classes that I took. That’s why I really liked this degree because it 
gave you a little bit of everything.” 
Dale expressed a similar sentiment: 
Some of the lessons have stuck with me. Personally, at the risk of being 
cliché, [my Bachelor’s degree] does all of those things that I would expect 
it to do. It sort of opened my eyes and broadened my horizons. That’s sort 
of what I would expect that undergraduate degree to do. 
Cathy summed up the value of a college education to her: 
It made me. It matured me. It made me that much more intelligent 
because, it’s funny, you have life experience, you’re street smart, you have 
your friends, you have your community around you, whatever. But the 
foundation, which is cracking open a book, and reading, knowing how to 
articulate words, knowing how to present yourself, knowing how to accept 
other people for who they are and not judge, all of that came from school. 
All of that came from Research U. 
5. A large majority (21 of 24 [88.0%]) of participants subsequently enrolled 
in graduate programs or plan to do so. 
Half (12 of 24 [50.0%]) of the participants described that they had pursued further 
formal academic study after completing their Bachelor’s degree. An additional nine 
participants (37.5%) have considered doing so. This finding is described in Table 5. 
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Table 5 
 
Participant Involvement in Formal Academic Programs Subsequent to Completing 
Bachelor’s Degree 
 
Status Count % 
Currently enrolled or already completed 12 50.0% 
Seriously considered 9 37.5% 
No plans 3 12.5% 
Total 24 100.0% 
 
Since being graduated from Research U, participants had enrolled or completed 
Master’s degree programs in a variety of areas including business, information 
technology, project management, psychology, and creativity. In addition, one student was 
pursuing a second Bachelor’s degree program in behavioral health. Two students were 
enrolled in doctoral programs, one in business and one in medicine.  
Some students expressed the sentiment that a graduate degree was necessary for 
career advancement. As Yolanda stated, “For most top positions [in human resources], 
they actually want people who have a Master’s.”  
Another participant, Quentin, said:  
I’ve been moving up the ladder ever since I graduated from Research U. 
and completed my Master’s. I meet the minimum requirements from an 
educational perspective for a lot of these positions now. I have the ability, 
at least I believe so, and now I’m not disqualified for not having the 
education.  
Before even completing his Bachelor’s, Dale had worked himself into a position 
that normally required an MBA, stating “For a consulting career, I absolutely need it [a 
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Bachelor’s degree], and I am going on now because I’m getting my MBA. I think that it 
was a must have.”   
Iris, a participant working in a training function in a large corporation said: 
I think it’s [an MBA] also a necessity now. … I don’t know if you’ve done 
any job searching lately, but I know that [my corporation] is constantly 
talking about laying off, laying off. At one point my job was directly on 
the chopping block. … [I]n order for me to get a job making more money 
than what I was making now, I needed to be either (a) have my Master’s 
or (b) be earning my Master’s and have like a 4.0 grade point average. Just 
in the research I have done, in looking at places in my area. 
Another participant, Ursula, knew that a Master’s degree was required for the 
career she wanted:  
I absolutely knew that if I got a [Bachelor’s] degree in psychology, that 
graduate school was definitely going to be something that I was going to 
do. My Bachelor’s degree was not going to be a terminal degree for me, 
just because I knew that I would need further education to meet my career 
goals.  
Cathy, a participant now in living in Puerto Rico and enrolled in a graduate 
program said: “Believe it or not, in Puerto Rico, [a Bachelor’s] is not enough. … You can 
go to someone that works at McDonald’s and they will have, minimum a Bachelor’s 
degree, minimum. Yes, the manager of McDonald’s will have a Master’s.” 
Others stated that they were motivated to continue learning for its own sake. Walt 
said simply, “I guess it’s a bug, you know.” 
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Students that had later gone on to a graduate program after completing their 
Bachelor’s online at Research U. reported that their academic work at Research U. had 
been good preparation for graduate school. As Ursula said:  
In fact, some of the classes [in my graduate program in psychology], some 
of my cohort believe to be extremely challenging. When I asked them if 
they obtained a Bachelor of Arts or a Bachelor of Science, invariably it 
was because they obtained a Bachelor of Arts and weren’t required to take 
some of the more scientific classes that I was required to take by 
[Research U.]. I’m thinking, ‘Oh, I did this already in my undergraduate 
work.’ Or, ‘This is review,’ or ‘This is just taking it one step further.’ So it 
[my Bachelor’s] absolutely prepared me for what I’m doing now [in 
graduate school].  
6. All (24 of 24 [100%]) participants described the prestigious reputation of 
Research U. as a significant source of value. 
The participants’ view of Research U. as a well-respected, highly-ranked 
university with a prestigious academic brand name strongly influenced their perception of 
the value of a Research U. degree. The Research U. brand name and reputation were seen 
as resulting in a degree credential of increased value that was viewed as superior to other 
degrees in the work world, especially when interviewing for a new job. Participants also 
received value from the positive impression that a Research U. degree had on people with 
whom they interacted. Participants also described their perception that earning a degree 
online at Research U. was vastly superior to earning a degree from one of the large well-
advertised for-profit universities often associated with online degree programs.   
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When asked how the perception and reputation of Research U. affected the value 
of his degree, George responded, “A thousand percent. I wouldn’t have taken an online 
program if it wasn’t with somebody with a reputable name like Research U.”  
When Olivia was asked if the perception and reputation of Research U. affected 
the value of the degree, she said, “Yes. Yes. Definitely, definitely it did. I wouldn’t have 
gone … we knew there were other options in [the area] for sure. I chose Research U. 
because I like their reputation.”  
Walt said, “It was a good reputable university, which is what drew me to 
Research U.” Similarly, Larry, referring to Research U.’s reputation said, “It was the 
single most important thing. … Absolutely, it was key.”  
Other participants expressed similar sentiments. Anna said: 
 “[Research U.] has a great reputation. It was not an option for me to go 
somewhere else and get that degree. It was not an option.” 
Cathy said: 
“Seriously. It’s [Research U.] the best. I tell people with pride that I 
graduated from Research U., seriously.” 
Larry stated: 
“So Research U. was it and I couldn’t be more proud of the institution and 
my decision.” 
Nancy emphasized how other people viewed her degree, stating, “Well, Research 
U. is very prestigious. People recognize that it is the same as an in-class degree. There’s 
just no question…” Referring to a conversation in a job interview, this participant said, 
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“And when they saw ‘Research U.,’ it was like sit up and take notice. … And the 
‘Magna’ on the bottom. … They were like, ‘Wow. … We need people like you.’” 
Walt also commented on the positive reaction he gets when he describes his 
degree from Research U: 
I think that the reputation precedes itself of who Research U. is, or what it 
is. The majority of people, when I tell them I have a degree from Research 
U., they’re like, ‘Oh, wow. Excellent.’ It’s a great school. 
Quentin, a graduate working in the IT area said:  
… the reputation and perception of the university was a big reason why I 
decided to move over to Research U. … The folks that I know who went 
to Research U. [on campus] have nothing but great things to say about it. 
The folks that, when they ask me where I went to school, but didn’t go [to 
Research U.] themselves, their impression of Research U. is that it’s a 
very strong, solid engineering school.  
Rick related some banter with a brother that had graduated from a well-regarded 
university in the area:  
Then I said, ‘I’m going to Research U. I’m graduating from Research U.’ 
And you can see even he is a little – it’s, ‘Oh, wow. That’s a big deal.’ … 
Especially at [the pharmaceutical company where I work], a lot of people 
go to Research U. It’s just – you see that it holds a lot of clout when you 
put that name on your resume. It’s like a [flagship state university] or it’s 
like a [well-regarded regional private university], like some of the big 
colleges around here. 
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Stan, a participant who had moved outside of the Research U. metropolitan area 
emphasized the importance to him of earning an online degree from a university with a 
national reputation: 
I knew a lot about Research U. growing up in [the area]. I knew how 
prestigious the name is, especially in the city. That’s why I chose Research 
U.  after doing a bit of research. Research U. was probably the first 
nationally recognized or premium university that I came across that 
offered completing your degree online. … I knew I wasn’t going to live in 
[the area] so I needed a brand that was nationally recognized, that was 
considered a top notch university. Being in DC and in California and even 
here in Colorado, people know of Research U.  
Talia, a working mother, said:  
Research U. is a very well respected university. … I just feel very proud 
that my degree says Research U. I usually get like, ‘Wow, that’s really 
incredible. I can’t believe you did that with kids. I couldn’t do that.’ But I 
really feel that people are really like, ‘Research U.? Wow, that’s a really 
good school.’ That’s what I get all the time.  
Iris liked the idea of a Bachelor’s degree from Research U. after previously 
earning an Associate’s degree from a community college: 
I was very attracted to the Research U. name. Like I said, I got my 
Associate’s at a community college. And I guess it was kind of like … 
Research U. is a very prestigious university. That was very attractive to 
me. 
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Karl, a student from the South, felt that the prestige of the Research U. carried 
beyond Research U.’s region, at least among more cosmopolitan people. He stated: 
I think it’s a quality degree. When I tell folks, ‘Hey, I got my 
undergraduate at Research U.,’ they recognize Research U. as being a 
quality institution. … And people that have heard of Research U., some 
people may not have heard of it because I’m in the Deep South and that’s 
the Northeast, but people that’s been around, they know what Research U. 
is and they know it’s got a good academic name.  
Nancy, a female participant that graduated at age 50, spoke of how the prestige of 
Research U. contributed to how people perceive her: “Learned experience from being on 
the job and now having a degree from a prestigious university like Research U., and the 
fact that I graduated Magna. People are like, ‘Ooh, you’re smart.’.”  
Patty, a female participant that graduated in her mid-50s seemed surprised at her 
own positive feelings about the university, stating: 
It’s funny. In a sense I feel a sense of pride being a part of Research U. 
and the fact that I graduated from Research U. I think that the reputation is 
improving. I feel like I’m glad to be a part of it.  
Dale cited the importance of earning a degree from an established university with 
a physical campus:  
For me, one of the real important pieces, one of the things that I think is 
great about Research U.’s [online] program is that it’s Research U., which 
is a bricks-and-mortar school that has a great reputation to begin with. 
When you finish, you get the same degree that you would have as if you 
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went to the full-time bricks-and-mortar campus. For me, that connection 
was really important.  
Ellie, a Research U. employee that completed her Bachelor’s degree online while 
working at the university, said: 
I’m a graduate of Research U. We’re an esteemed institution. When I tell 
folks that, without even telling them I’m employed [at Research U.], I 
graduated from Research U., [they say], ‘Oh, wow! How could you afford 
it?’ You know, I think that’s respected – the name. The fact that I’ve 
personally completed a degree program, that says a lot as well. … 
Research U. is the name in academia – is awesome. What else can I say? 
I’m certainly an advocate. I’m a cheerleader, really.  
Many participants contrasted Research U. with large, heavily advertised for-profit 
universities. Some believed that getting a degree from Research U. immunized them 
against online prejudice associated with the large for-profit universities. In the quotations 
following “For Profit U.” is used as a pseudonym for any of several large heavily 
marketed national for-profit universities often mentioned by participants. Rick said: 
Being in this area, I could have went to For Profit U., I could have went to 
a couple of those other ones, but Research U. – I’m not going to move out 
of the area. And Research U. just holds so much more clout when you put 
that on your resume. You see, Research U., it doesn’t matter what the 
grade is, it’s Research U. It’s an outstanding university in the area. That’s 
the way I look at it. It was like a no-brainer to me. That’s why I chose 
going to Research U. over a couple of the other schools.  
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Another participant, Cathy, stated:  
It’s horrible for me to compare it to For Profit U. or something like that, 
where it isn’t actually a place that you go, even though you might get 
together with your fellow students at the conference center or someplace. 
But to have a whole university, practically at my doorstep but then I could 
still take online classes, probably the biggest privilege I’ve ever been 
given so that I could finish my degree.  
When asked why she had chosen Research U. over alternatives, Fernanda replied 
that a Research U. degree would be favored over a degree from a for-profit university, 
stating:   
I think Research U. has a higher name, a bigger name. If you were to go to 
a For Profit U., if you were going to go apply for a job with someone who 
goes to For Profit U. and Research U., I’m sure that the Research U. 
degree weighs more than the For Profit U. degree.  
Nancy said, “Now, For Profit U., people are like, ‘That’s not really a degree.’ But 
when you see Research U.’s name on it, it’s their stamp of approval. It’s the same as if 
you were sitting in a classroom.” In the same vein, Karl stated, “Not to say anything bad 
about For Profit U. or For Profit U. #2 or For Profit U. #3  – that sort of group of schools, 
but it’s certainly a difference [getting a degree from Research U.].” 
Yolanda, a female graduate working at an executive level, said:  
It was important to me to go to a university that at least had a recognized 
name as opposed to something like For Profit U. which I actually did take 
a class from several years prior and just found it to be a horrible 
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experience. So I really wanted a college that was known to be an on-
campus or commuter college first and an online college second.  
Jackie indicated that her employer discouraged employees from attending For 
Profit U. “Our company [a large defense contractor] has actually dropped doing tuition 
reimbursement for pure online [universities]. They won’t cover For Profit U. online 
anymore.”  
7. All (24 of 24 [100%]) participants described the convenience and 
flexibility of online study as important contextual and environmental 
factors that allowed them to complete their degree. 
While this study focused on the participants’ descriptions of the outcomes of 
earning their degree online, an important subtext to the stories of the participants was that 
the availability of the online mode of delivery was a key factor in making it possible for 
these participants to complete a Bachelor’s degree. As a practical matter, most 
participants’ lifestyles required more place and time flexibility than would be possible 
with a part-time campus-based program, although a few had subsequently pursued 
Master’s degree programs that required time on campus. As Dale stated, “… it’s so hard 
to fit in school when you’re working full time and you’ve got all those other things 
competing for attention in your life. I remember it was very daunting. Very daunting for a 
long time.”  
Ellie described how her academic needs changed as her life progressed:  
So I started face to face initially. As time progressed I had children, had 
other responsibilities other than my job … It was not feasible for me to do 
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it face to face. My children are very young. So that’s why I started with 
online. There you have it.  
Along the same lines, George stated: 
Yeah, it was really the flexibility. … I guess I had two, two and a half kids 
at that point in time – kids, work, life in general, and juggling all that. 
Really the beauty of the online experience is that if you’ve got to get 
something done at 2:00 a.m., that’s when you get it done. Whenever you 
can grab an hour here and there every day, you can do it. It’s really just the 
flexibility of the online, and not just from a time perspective but from a 
travel and location perspective.  
No participant seriously considered full-time campus study as an option for 
completing their degree.  
Participants frequently expressed feelings of thanksgiving, hope, and relief when 
speaking about what the availability of the online program meant to them. Anna said, “… 
if I had to go to Research U.[‘s campus], I would not, to this day, I would not have the 
degree. I’m so grateful that I was able to do that.” Barbara echoed, “Because I was able to 
take the classes online, it made it obtainable to me. It made it accessible.” Yolanda stated 
along the same lines, “I had a whole lot going on and there is no way I would have been 
able to have accomplished that [completing the degree] if the program was not an online 
program. That gave me huge flexibility.”  
Although the participants in the study described that the convenience of online 
study was essential for them, some participants held on-campus study to be an ideal that 
was unfortunately not practical for adults with work and family commitments. Other 
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participants expressed the opinion that online study was not right for everyone or that it 
was not appropriate for traditional-age students.  
8. Participant views were mixed as to the whether there is a stigma 
associated with earning a degree online.  
The perceptions of online degrees by others, and how the participants in this study 
viewed these perceptions, were important environmental and contextual factors that 
affected how the participants represented their degree to others. Participant views were 
mixed as to whether there was a stigma associated with earning their degree online. A 
large minority (11 of 24 [46%]) of participants stated that there was a stigma associated 
with earning a degree online. While some participants considered the online aspect of 
their degree to be a source of pride, others kept it under wraps unless specifically 
questioned. Regardless of how the participants viewed others as perceiving their online 
degree, the participants themselves viewed their academic program to be rigorous and of 
equal or greater educational value to a degree earned on campus.  
The disparity in how the participants perceived others would judge the value of an 
online degree is illustrated in the following participant comments. These comments are 
divided into two groups, those made by participants that were concerned about negative 
perceptions of online degrees and participants that were proud of the online aspect of 
their degree.  
Participants concerned about negative perceptions of a degree earned online. 
When Quentin, a graduate working in IT that subsequently earned two Master’s degrees, 
was asked how he represented the online aspect of his Bachelor’s degree from Research 
U., he said:  
  88  
I do keep it under wraps. I don’t go into the details about how I earned my 
degree. … I think, just in general, people lump the online experience with, 
like, For-Profit U. type of perception. … People ask you where you 
completed your undergraduates – Research U. – but you don’t go into a lot 
of detail about your undergraduates. More so, you do about your post 
graduate work.  
However, this participant also commented, “Yeah, Research U. is still near and 
dear to me, to be honest with you. I still walk around, have my T-shirts I own, and my hat 
that I wear every so often … .” 
When considering online programs, George recalled being concerned about the 
perception of earning a degree online, but expressed confidence in an online degree from 
Research U., saying: 
 I thought, ‘Of any online class, Research U. has a credible name.’ or the 
credible online experience as opposed to going – what’s the one online 
college that’s escaping my mind right now that does a lot of advertising, I 
think they just do an online college? Mainly, the reason would just be the 
credibility of the Research U. degree, and that’s the reason I wanted 
Research U.  
However, this participant still expressed reservations about the perceptions of an 
online degree stating:  
Yeah, I think there’s still probably somewhat of a negative connotation 
with that [an online degree], so I don’t think I would advertise that it was 
an online experience, for that reason. If somebody says, ‘Oh, where’s your 
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degree from?’ I would say, ‘Research U.’ I wouldn’t say ‘Research U. 
online.’  
Walt, another graduate working in IT, said:  
Typically, I don’t know if a lot of people I converse with have a negative 
connotation to online, but I try not to bring it up. That’s only for my own 
purposes just because I don’t want to allude to the fact that it was online. 
If people ask me, I’ll be like, ‘Yeah, I did it online.’ … But the fact is that 
I don’t come right out and say it just because of the negative connotation. 
… That’s kind of the reason why, the program I chose, I wanted to make 
sure it didn’t have the ‘online’ on there. It was a degree from Research U. 
Does that make sense?  
When asked about the value of an online degree, Iris commented:  
I don’t see where that’s relevant, because there’s not a place on a job 
application that says, ‘Did you get your degree online or did you go to a 
traditional classroom setting?’ You know how it says what your degrees 
are? So you just check it off. So nobody really knows that unless you tell 
them.  
Participants proud of having earned a degree online. When asked how she 
represented the online aspect of her degree to others, Harriet said, “I tell them that I did it 
online because, quite honestly, it’s a lot harder to do classes online than to go to class 
every day just because you need to have that self-discipline.” When asked whether and 
online degree carried any stigma, she said:  
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No. I think maybe in the beginning there was because you would always 
see these strange colleges you have never heard of, like get this degree 
online and you think, OK, from Arizona who? I think when it comes from 
a good school with a good reputation I don’t see why the education would 
be any less than physically being in the classroom. … I definitely think the 
reputation of the school has a lot to do with it. I think more colleges now 
are having online classes. Bigger universities.  
Karl had initial concerns about online degree programs, stating:  
I guess up front I was skeptical that an online degree would have the same 
rigor that a bricks and mortar earning of a degree would. That was one of 
the first questions I asked, ‘Will my degree say Research U. Online or 
something like that?’  
When asked how he represents his degree now, Karl said:  
I let them know [that I took my degree online]. There’s certainly none of 
the embarrassment or anything on my part that feels like [that] because I 
know the quality of an online degree from a reputable institution. The only 
people that might look down on that it’s simply out of ignorance as far as 
I’m concerned. I have no problem. I tell people that I earned my degrees, 
both my Bachelor’s and my Master’s through distance learning programs. 
They were high quality. … I can tell you it’s much harder online.  
Several participants noted skepticism in the world about online degrees, but felt 
that earning a degree from a prestigious university such as Research U. counteracted any 
stigma. As Larry explained:  
  91  
I have no problems with folks that I meet in describing where I learned, 
where I studied, the university. I’m very proud of it. People are mostly 
surprised that Research U. offers a program online. I kind of like that. It’s 
not heavily marketed. It probably is in certain areas, probably more so in 
the mid-Atlantic. It’s not diluted. People aren’t making a judgment, ‘Oh, 
you learned online’ and there’s a perception automatically from people. 
When you say you received a university degree online at Research U. it’s 
almost like the eyes open up and go, ‘Really? That’s pretty stout. I can’t 
believe they offer [an online] program at Research U. You’ve done so well 
at Research U. That’s tremendous.’ It holds a little more value, I think. 
The identity is a lot stronger than some of the other programs that we’re 
all familiar with in the U.S.  
Ursula described the conversations she has about her online degree: 
I feel that sometimes can be the reality [a negative perception], depending 
on the school. I feel that, with Research U., it definitely was not the case. I 
feel like I was challenged, I feel like I was held to a higher standard than 
some schools hold their students in a face-to-face context. And I feel like 
most people when they talk to me walk away knowing that Research U. 
does that. Like I said, when I tell them, a lot of them have never heard of 
Research U., being out here on the West Coast. And I said, ‘No, the school 
has a good reputation on the East Coast’ … and I’ll compare it to schools 
that are out here as being comparable to, say, this school. And I said, ‘So 
they’re not going to stake their reputation on people who … You know, 
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they’re not going to kind of just go, Oh, all right, we’ll just give you a 
degree because you gave us money.’ And they’re like, ‘Oh, OK, yes.’ And 
I was like, ‘Well, because, think about it, we’ve worked together, do you 
think I got this knowledge out of thin air?’ And they’re like, ‘Well, that’s 
true.’ [laughs] I said, ‘I wasn’t born with it. [laughs]’  
Stan stated in response to a question about how he represents the online aspect of 
his degree:  
It never comes up. When it does, I’m fully transparent with that. I talk 
about my entire background from leaving school early to starting a 
business to finishing my degree to switching careers. It’s something that, 
quite frankly, doesn’t come up at all.  
9. All (24 of 24 [100%]) participants described overall satisfaction with the 
outcome of earning their degree. 
An important measure of whether completion of a Bachelor’s degree program is 
effective is the subjective judgment of the graduates. Other perspectives not considered 
here are also important, including the perspectives of any third parties that subsidize 
tuition, such as the government or employers, and indeed the perspective of anyone that 
interacts with a graduate professionally or personally, as well as the perspectives of non-
completers. The participants in this study all expressed overall satisfaction with the 
outcome of earning their degree, even if not all their expectations or hopes had been met 
to date and even if there had been some negative experiences or obstacles to overcome 
along the way to earning their degree.  
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Many participants expressed a high level of overall satisfaction with earning their 
degree. Enthusiastic statements were common, such as Cathy’s statement, “Research U. 
was the best experience I ever had.”  
Stan said: 
It was one of the best decisions I ever made. Number one, complete it, 
complete the degree, but number two, choosing Research U. to do so. … 
Overall I just want to express that I was extremely happy with Research U. 
and I think it is a great program …  
Quentin said, “Overall, I would say my experience with Research U. has been 
great, primarily because of the professors that I had.” Ursula enthused, “I would say that 
I’m incredibly satisfied. It was everything I expected, wanted, and needed.” Similarly, 
Yolanda said, “It was a great experience for me. I’d highly recommend it. I’d recommend 
it to anybody.” In the same way, George said, “I really think the total experience from A 
to Z was totally positive, and I wouldn’t change a thing. I really wouldn’t. It was really a 
great experience.” Jackie said, “ … there were a couple classes I had issues with. But 
overall, it was just a great experience. I really liked it.”  
Martha said, “Oh, it was awesome. It was a great experience all the way around.” 
Cathy stated, “It’s the best. It can only get better. And it was just awesome.” Patty 
described, “I always tell people to try it. I tell them that it’s great.” 
A few participants were less enthusiastic, but still satisfied overall. Nancy stated, 
“[My expectations] were met. I got what I went after.”  
Olivia qualified her level of satisfaction, stating: 
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On a scale of one to ten, I would say I would give it a 7, 7.5. … I think my 
main thing for the 7.5 was that, in my experience, was I found that many 
of the professors who were doing online really were pushed into doing 
online. They weren’t very great. They weren’t exciting and motivating 
enough in that setting. You have to be, because unless, like you were 
saying, unless the student is extremely motivated and persistent, people 
aren’t going to finish. But you’ve got to get professors who are.  
Additional Findings 
In addition to the findings reported above that bear directly on the research 
questions, the participants also described areas in their Research U. experience that they 
thought could be improved or enhanced. Two themes discussed by the participants of 
potential interest to higher education leaders are reported below: inconsistent faculty 
responsiveness and engagement and a desire for more connection to the Research U. 
campus and other Research U. students. 
Inconsistent faculty responsiveness and engagement were described as 
problems by some (8 of 24 [33%]) participants. 
In general, the participants were very complementary of the quality of instruction 
that they received at Research U. Criticisms of faculty and instruction were in the context 
of a particularly memorable bad experience that stood in contrast to the great majority of 
positive experiences. As illustrated by the quotations below, criticisms of faculty centered 
on responsiveness and engagement with the students. Faculty competence in their field of 
study was not a subject of criticism. 
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Dale confided: 
I hesitate to say it, but I’ll say it. I would say that some classes were 
definitely better than others, and I think a lot of that was contingent upon 
the professor. … There were definitely some classes where I felt like the 
professors were very hands off, and to me, I feel like – OK, as I got older 
and that money was coming out of my pocket, there’s more and more a 
bigger part of me that’s like, ‘OK, I’m paying for this. I want a hands-on, 
active professor whether I’m physically there or not.’  
Dale went on to describe some professors as “not engaged in the class.” 
Another participant, Jackie, commented: 
You’re still learning, regardless of whether or not the professor is there. 
Sometimes I just wish there were a couple that would have taken more 
interest in what we were doing. There was one that we all pretty much 
went to the school administration about. It was really bad. … Everyone’s 
writing, ‘Hello!’ on the discussion board to him and you never get a 
response or response to e-mail. Or you send an e-mail to the professor and 
you say, ‘We are starting week seven. I don’t have any grades. I get 
employee reimbursement for these. I need to get a B or better in my class. 
I don’t know what my standing is.’ You’re nervous because you’re almost 
wrapping things up pretty soon. You really need to know where you are. 
When they just continuously don’t respond to you, it’s very frustrating.  
Patty suggested that instructor training and supervision could be improved. She 
stated:  
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I think that what I would do, as I said, there are certain professors that do a 
better job at running the online courses [than others]. I don’t know if there 
is anything that the university does for professors who are coming in to 
run an online course, to help them try to understand what they’re working 
with and to bring in a little more creativity. … Yeah, and looking into it to 
find out what different professors are doing. I mean, hey, how about 
having someone take these courses anonymously who knows something 
about it, who can say, ‘OK, this is something that I might recommend.’  
Yolanda suggested that the university should find a way to recognize good 
instructors and make sure that all instructors received adequate training: 
[T]here has to be a way to do some kind of recognition for those teachers 
that either knock it out of the ballpark, or don’t. … I would like to have an 
opportunity as a student to recognize those instructors that I think just 
exemplify how to run an online program. And frankly, I think that any 
instructor who starts doing online should sit through, should have to 
monitor a course that one of those [exemplary instructors] does to see how 
engaged they are.  
Quentin, a Computing and Security Technology graduate, reported decidedly 
mixed experiences with his instructors:  
I had some very good experiences [with instructors] and some very bad 
experiences. It was like on each end of the spectrum. … The academic 
part was disappointing. Like I said, the professors that left a very bad 
impression with me.  
  97  
Rick related a story about a poor instructor and speculated that this kind of 
experience is why some people have a negative perception of online learning: 
There was four of us in the class, it got down to three, but the teacher was 
never there. We went a couple weeks. I actually e-mailed him. Me and 
another student took up the gauntlet saying, ‘What’s going on. Where’s 
our discussion questions?’ You know what I mean? I felt like this is where 
I could see an online education not being equal to being in a classroom. … 
And then, like I said, the mid-term [exam] shows up, and what are we 
studying it on [laughs]? … I thought, ‘All right, you know what? This is a 
bad experience … this is where some people get deterred from it [online 
learning]. … Most of them were good experiences.  
Describing a mathematics class, Yolanda criticized both errors in lectures and the 
manner in which the instructor interacted with the adult students: 
I have to say, the first class that I took, I thought the professor was 
horrible. There were lots of errors in the lectures. … My sense was she 
[the instructor] interacted with me and the other students like we were 
fourth graders as opposed to adult learners. I thought that was completely 
unprofessional and unacceptable. I ended up calling the dean of the math 
department, actually, and had a conference call. The good news was, I 
ended up with an A in the class. I think I had a lot of credibility as 
someone who got an A but complained.  
Other participants found Research U. faculty to be consistently responsive. As 
George described it:  
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All of the instructors that I’ve dealt with at Research U., especially with 
the Web Design, which was one of the classes I struggled with, it was 
them getting back to you immediately with e-mail. … It was them 
checking their e-mails several times a day and getting back to you. You 
knew you would get someone who would get back to you within that day 
to answer your questions and even phone calls, you know, ‘Here’s my 
phone number, give me a call.’ I would even say that the instructors were 
very flexible in the sense that they were available 24/7, where a lot of your 
traditional classes, you’ve got to go to the professor’s office hours.  
Karl said: 
Research U.’s very good that the majority of the professors were very 
engaging. That they would challenge you on your comments, ask 
questions, and really try to keep the conversation going … Never had an 
issue with a professor. I think nearly every one of the professors were 
certainly what I would consider to be engaging and certainly competent in 
their field of study, and someone that I had an opportunity to learn from. 
I’m not sure what other feedback you’ve gotten, but mine – except for the 
course [scheduling] thing – is very positive.” 
Some (8 of 24 [33%]) participants expressed a desire for more connection to 
campus and to other students. 
Some participants expressed overall satisfaction but indicated a desire for more 
connection to the campus and with other students than they had experienced. Several 
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students suggested the use of live video sessions to promote a greater sense of community 
and connectedness. 
One participant, Dale, who had later entered into an MBA program with 
synchronous elements, stated that he had only taken one Research U. online class with a 
synchronous component. He stated: 
Sorry, you said to be candid, so I’ll be candid. I don’t know if I would take 
another online program if there wasn’t some synchronous element to it. … 
[Without a synchronous element,] I feel like you lose some of the context 
and the connection and the accountability and all of that. There’s an 
element missing to not having those synchronous classes. I would actually 
personally have given up some flexibility to have that live interaction from 
the professor.  
Rick, a participant that lived in the vicinity of Research U., expressed a desire for 
more face-to-face interaction with other online students, saying, “I wish there was a way, 
like, ‘Here’s the day that we’ll meet here. Where’s the hub that the majority of us can 
meet? Or is there like a teleconference?’ I don’t know.”  
Stan, a distant online student, said: 
It just wasn’t feasible for me to even reach out or meet someone face-to-
face. I had a few conversations on the phone. The point, honestly, is there 
weren’t any long term relationships over my period of time at Research U. 
That is one of the drawbacks of online education. There’s no question 
about that. It’s a hard one to get over.  
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Stan went on to suggest 
… more group projects within your class where you’re forced to get on the 
phone with people or do a Webinar with folks and work on projects and 
get to know each other, at least to a certain extent, and, if at all possible, 
meet in person, which wasn’t going to be feasible for me.  
Yolanda presented an opposite view, stating: 
I would outlaw any group projects [laugh]. They really aren’t value added. 
… Here’s the point. As adult learners, you’re already doing that in your 
professional [life]. So I get doing it for somebody who’s just coming out 
of high school, because they might need to learn that. If you’re an adult 
learner, you don’t need to learn that. You understand that. It’s part of the 
fabric of real life, I think.  
Other students were satisfied with the asynchronous nature of their program and 
had no expectation or desire for a high degree of real-time interaction with other students. 
As Yolanda put it: 
If you sort of put an effort out there, and you’re very active in the class, I 
think it’s very easy to build a sense of community. … For me personally, I 
didn’t need that. I’m in my mid-40s, actually, OK, my late 40s [laughs], so 
I didn’t need students to feel a part of a classroom for me personally.  
Larry expressed satisfaction with his level of connection with the institution, 
faculty and students: 
I didn’t really need the one-on-one relationship. I felt as in tune with my 
fellow students and professors as I recall when I was actually at a 
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community college going to classrooms each week. It didn’t feel much 
different to me and it might just be that’s just a personal thing for me, but I 
didn’t feel isolated. I felt as part of the institution living in North Carolina 
that I would of if I was living in [Research U.’s home city]. It made it very 
easy, Eric. I didn’t feel isolated at all. It was a very, very easy environment 
to learn in and feel connected.  
For Ellie, the essential convenience of online trumped other considerations: “I had 
other things [referring to the convenience factor] rather than meeting my classmates that 
were more important to me that made the online thing [work] for me.”  
Harriet commented, “Sometimes it’s easier to meet people online that it is to be 
face-to-face. Honestly, overall, I don’t really think it matters.”  
Karl described relationships that had developed with other students online: 
Several classes that I got to know folks, or know through online, [had 
students that I knew from previous classes]. You sort of built relationships 
that way, from a distance. And funny thing was, my graduation I actually 
sought a couple of those people out. … I sought those folks out, and that 
was neat. I mean, that was really neat.  
Summary 
The findings reported in this chapter, and the rich descriptions that support them, 
provide answers to the research question, “How do adult Bachelor’s degree completers 
describe the impact of earning their degree?” These findings are meaningful in the 
particular context of this study: adult part-time students completing a Bachelor’s degree 
online at a large urban East Coast research university. Higher education leaders in similar 
  102  
contexts may find that these findings are consistent with their own experiences to some 
extent. For similar contexts it is hoped that this research may improve understanding or 
help direct additional research on the value that students receive from online programs.  
All of the participants in the study expressed overall satisfaction with having 
earned their Bachelor’s degree. The participants described the impact of earning their 
degree in terms of career benefits, increased self-esteem and confidence, benefits to their 
children and family, and in terms of increased knowledge and skills. Many participants 
were encouraged by their success at the Bachelor’s degree level to pursue graduate 
degrees.  
The rich descriptions of the students clearly demonstrate that the impact of 
earning a Bachelor’s degree in adulthood is inextricably intertwined with the multiple life 
roles of the student. These roles include spouse, parent, child, worker, and member of 
social groups. These life roles were in turn intertwined with contextual and 
environmental conditions affecting the participants’ perceptions of value. These 
conditions included the prestige value of the university brand, external perceptions of 
online learning, and the convenience and flexibility of the online mode of study.  
The implications of these findings will be discussed in the final chapter of this 
document. 
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Chapter Five: Conclusions, Implications, and Recommendations 
The purpose of this qualitative case study was to improve understanding of how 
completion of one of several similar online Bachelor’s degree completion programs 
offered by a large urban East Coast research university affects the lives of the graduates. 
This study sought to increase understanding of the benefits of these degree programs 
from the perspective of the graduate/learner in light of their real world contexts and 
multiple life roles. It is hoped that improved understanding of the impact of earning a 
degree in this manner will contribute to better program design and point to opportunities 
for further research. 
This study was designed to answer the following questions: 
1. How do adult Bachelor’s degree completers describe the impact of earning 
their degree? 
2. What larger contextual and environmental conditions affect these graduates’ 
perceptions of value?  
This literature review described in Chapter Two established that there was a gap 
in our understanding of the outcomes experienced by the adult online undergraduate 
degree completer. Most previous studies of adults in higher education either predated 
online learning or involved classroom-based learning. Few were in the context of a 
private research university. Many studies attempted to predict or affect online student 
retention, but most do not address completion of full programs and do not address the 
value of the degree to the degree completer. This study sought to address the gap in 
understanding the value of the Bachelor’s degree earned online to the adult learner, and 
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in doing so provide a learner-centered focus rather than the institutional focus of most 
existing studies. 
This research used a qualitative case study approach to collect data through in-
depth semi-structured interviews of 24 graduates of several online Bachelor’s degree 
completion programs offered by a large urban private East Coast research university. The 
24 participants were recruited from a pool of 97 students that were graduated at the age of 
31 or older between fall 2006 and summer 2010. The interviews were conducted between 
January and March of 2012. Twenty-one of the 24 interviews were conducted by 
telephone with the remainder conducted face-to-face.  
As described in Chapter Three, the interview data was analyzed through an 
inductive process. The data analysis process sought to make meaning out of the data by 
finding themes in the data through an iterative and initially inductive process of coding 
the data. As the analysis process proceeded, it became in part deductive as the researcher 
looked for data consistent with or at variance with the categories previously created. The 
themes that emerged from the process became the findings that addressed the research 
questions. 
This chapter begins with a summary of the findings of the study. The findings are 
described in detail in Chapter Four. The context in which this study is positioned is 
described. The researcher’s interpretations of the findings are discussed in light of 
previous research. Finally, recommendations for practice and suggestions for further 
research are offered. 
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Findings 
1. A majority of participants described career benefits that resulted from earning 
their degree. 
2. A majority of participants described earning their degree as an important 
accomplishment that improved their self-confidence and self-esteem. 
3. A majority of participants described earning their degree as resulting in 
benefits for their children or family. 
4. A large majority of participants described the improved knowledge and skills 
that resulted from the process of earning their degree. 
5. A large majority of participants subsequently enrolled in graduate programs or 
planned to do so. 
6. All participants described the prestigious reputation of Research U. as a 
significant source of value. 
7. All participants described the convenience and flexibility of online study as 
important contextual and environmental factors that allowed them to complete 
their degree. 
8. Participant views were mixed as to the whether there is a stigma associated 
with earning a degree online. 
9. All participants described overall satisfaction with the outcome of earning 
their degree. 
10. Inconsistent faculty responsiveness and engagement were described as  
problems by some participants. 
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11. Some participants expressed a desire for more connection to campus and to 
other students. 
Context 
Characteristics of the university. The participants in this study were graduated 
from a large private non-profit research university located in a major East Coast city. 
This university is referred to in this report by the pseudonym “Research U.” This 
university is ranked in the top 100 in the United States by US News and World Report. It 
is over 100 years old and enjoys a strong reputation for academic rigor regionally and, to 
a lesser extent, nationally. The most popular fields of study at the university are business, 
engineering, and health-related fields. 
Enrollment at the university numbers about 25,000 students of which 15,000 are 
undergraduates and 10,000 are graduate students. According to the College Board, the 
university is considered “somewhat selective.” Students enrolled in fully online programs 
account for about 15% of the university’s undergraduate enrollment and about 25% of the 
university’s graduate enrollment.  
Tuition at the university is at the higher end for private universities. Online 
undergraduate students are charged a somewhat lower rate than full-time campus 
students, but at the high end of the range for online degree programs from private non-
profit universities and about 50% higher than national online for-profit universities. The 
students in this study were charged a per credit rate of about $600 per quarter hour (the 
equivalent of $900 per semester hour). The students completed a little over half of their 
overall degree requirements at Research U., with the remainder being earned as transfer 
credit. Based on this data, the participants’ tuition cost at Research U. likely averaged 
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over $50,000 per student over and above the students’ cost of transfer credit completed 
before enrolling at Research U.  
The degree programs from which the participants were graduated. The 
participants in this study were graduated from fully online Bachelor’s degree completion 
programs designed for the part-time adult student. The participants in the study were 
recruited from the pool of online graduates of the university’s colleges of professional 
studies, arts and sciences, and business. The most frequent major fields of study of the 
participants were General Studies, Communication and Applied Technology, and 
Psychology. These majors are also available on campus in traditional classroom format.  
Research U. admission requirements for adult Bachelor’s degree completers are 
not as high as they are for Research U.’s traditional age full-time freshman, but they are 
higher than programs aimed at adult students at institutions that are essentially open 
enrollment. The admission requirements for online students at Research U. are the same 
as for campus transfer students in the same majors. In general, incoming adult degree 
completers must have completed at least 24 college credits with a grade point average of 
2.5 on a four point scale.  
Students in the relevant degree programs were not in cohorted groups and did not 
have to follow a pre-determined lock-step program of study. The students were free to 
schedule as many or as few courses per term as they liked, subject to course availability 
and requirements for graduation. Each student was assigned a staff academic advisor to 
assist the student in designing a program of study and completing their degree program.  
The online courses that the students experienced were delivered in a primarily 
asynchronous format through the Blackboard learning management system. In general, 
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the courses were organized into small sections of 15 to 25 students led by an instructor. 
The courses followed the university’s normal term schedule. The courses commonly had 
weekly modules that all the students in the class would engage in during the same week. 
These weekly modules typically included readings, prerecorded lecture material, written 
assignments, and online asynchronous discussions.  
The students’ life situations and multiple life roles. The participants in the 
study were adult part-time online students that graduated at the age of 31 or older. The 
profile of the participants was consistent with the overall pool of graduates from which 
they were recruited. Twenty-one of the 24 participants were working full time. One was a 
full-time student. Two were substitute teachers. The average age of the participants at 
time of graduation was 40, with a range of 31 to 55. Twenty of the 24 participants (83%) 
were parents. Of the 20 parents, 16 were currently part of a married couple. Fifty-six 
percent of the participants were female; 62% were White. Fourteen of the 24 participants 
(58%) were identifiable as first-generation college students (six were not first-generation 
students and four could not be determined).  
The profile of the Research U. online adult undergraduate student is broadly 
consistent with the profile of adult students nationally in terms of marital, parental, and 
work status (Berker, Horn, & Carroll, 2003; Kasworm, 2010b; Paulson & Boeke, 2006). 
It is likely, however, that the Research U. population is distinguished by overall higher 
ability to pay in light of the high relative cost of the Research U. programs.  
Participant interviews suggested that the participants considered the cost of tuition 
to be an investment in their personal human capital; an investment for which a financial 
return was expected. Few if any of the participants had unlimited financial resources or 
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were pursuing a degree out of personal vanity. Many participants financed the tuition in 
part through employer reimbursement programs. Some students participated in 
government student loan programs. Other students were paying in part through savings or 
current earnings. Financing through some combination of these sources was common. 
The researcher’s position in relation to the participants and the university. 
The primary researcher has over 10 years’ experience as an administrator of online 
learning, as an online instructor and as a doctoral student. As discussed in Chapter Three, 
my position introduced potential biases, but also provided me with a multifaceted 
understanding of the programs from which the participants were graduated. I now see that 
while I did possess a valuable understanding of the operations of online degree programs, 
before completing this study I had little understanding of the impact of the outcome of 
earning the degree on the participants.  
I was raised in a middle class household in suburban Wilmington, Delaware by 
parents that had both graduated from college. I attended a college preparatory Catholic 
boys high school from which the vast majority of students went on to college. The 
neighborhood in which I grew up was filled with managers and professionals employed 
by large corporations. These neighbors were generally college graduates whose children 
were expected to follow the same path, and the vast majority did so. As expected, I 
enrolled and subsequently graduated from college immediately after high school and took 
a job in a large corporation among other college graduates and eventually took my 
current university position. In large part, I was born into the professional / managerial 
class made up of college graduates. 
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Despite that only about a third of adult Americans has a college degree, almost 
everyone that I know personally or with whom I have any depth of interaction is a college 
graduate. The limited perspective of being almost totally immersed in a world of college 
graduates blinded me to the realities of not being a part of this world, of being on the 
outside looking in. I appreciate the opportunity of this study and the generosity of the 
participants in opening their worlds up to me. 
Conclusions 
The findings of this study indicate that these participants experienced significant 
value from completion of the online Bachelor’s degree completion programs offered by a 
private research university. Consistent with prior research, the participants’ descriptions 
of value centered on career-related benefits, personal non-career benefits, and learning 
outcomes. The prestige of the university brand was a significant source of additional 
value, and complemented the convenience value associated with the online aspect of the 
degree programs.  
The participants’ circumstances and life roles contributed to the dimensions of 
value that each participant experienced. Participant outcomes are strongly influenced by 
the position of the Bachelor’s degree in American society and on the public perception of 
the university from which they were graduated. After reflection on the study findings, the 
researcher arrived at seven conclusions discussed below: 
1. The value of a Bachelor’s degree is dependent on the contemporary 
American social context. 
In large part, this study is about what joining the club of college graduates has 
meant to the study participants. In the United States in the early 21st century, the college 
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Bachelor’s degree is firmly rooted in the collective consciousness as an essential element 
of being considered an educated person and a full member of the professional and 
managerial class. The value associated with being the holder of a Bachelor’s degree goes 
well beyond any specific learning outcomes associated with the specific curriculum that 
was completed by the student.  
A college degree represents more than objectively measured learning outcomes. 
Learning is certainly essential for personal growth, to enhance one’s capabilities 
generally, and to enhance one’s ability to command high wages and engage in a fulfilling 
career. However, in addition to completing a college curriculum, there are many ways to 
learn and many ways to facilitate that learning. For example, one could apprentice under 
an expert, one could be self-taught, or one could combine these activities with enrollment 
in formal education at a school in the form of credit or non-credit courses. Especially in 
this Information Age, a plethora of information and even person-to-person mentoring and 
support can be obtained at a low cost via the Internet. None of these alternatives to a 
college education has yet supplanted the traditional Bachelor’s degree. 
A Bachelor’s degree remains a key to upward mobility in society and prevents 
downward mobility (The Pew Charitable Trust, 2012). As a practical matter, learning is 
often not valued or recognized if not accompanied by a college degree.  In contemporary 
American society, a large proportion of even modestly desirable professional and 
managerial jobs require a Bachelor’s degree, even when there is no obvious reason for 
such a requirement. Often there is not even a preference expressed in employment 
advertisements for the program of study or major a job applicant pursued, indicating that 
what specifically was learned in college is not as important as the fact that a degree was 
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completed. It is really necessary for an insurance salesman or a manager of a fast food 
restaurant or a computer programmer to have a Bachelor’s degree? Perhaps not, but these 
jobs are examples of those usually reserved for members of the Bachelor’s degree club 
(Rhode Island Department of Labor and Training, 2010).  
In professional and managerial circles, a new colleague will be asked, “Where did 
you go to school?” meaning “At what college or university did you earn your Bachelor’s 
degree?” If someone without a Bachelor’s degree has against the odds found their way 
into a position that usually requires one and is asked this question, their response, if 
honest, will mark them as someone outside the norm. If the new colleague is a college 
graduate, judgments will be made based on the university they attended in light of the 
predispositions of the person asking the question. Conclusions will be drawn based on the 
questioner’s opinion of public universities, private universities, elite universities, for 
profit universities, and of course his or her own alma mater.  
That the Bachelor’s degree means something other than the learning it represents 
is revealed by the reality that after one attains an initial professional or managerial job, it 
often little matters what one studied in college. The important thing is that one is part of 
the club – a college graduate.  It is in this context that the study participants found 
themselves; outside the club well into adulthood, but now having earned club 
membership.  
2. The Bachelor’s degree delivered its traditional value to these adult online 
graduates. 
The findings of this study are consistent with previous research on the objectives 
of adult college students and the outcomes that they experience. Previous studies of adult 
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students have found that adults seek a college degree to improve employability, change 
careers, advance in their careers, improve income, and for love of learning and personal 
satisfaction (McLaughlin, 2010; Mishler, 1983; Sandmann, 2010; West & Hore, 1989a, 
1989b). The data collected in this study suggest that the objectives of the participants 
were consistent with those of previously studied adult college students.  
The findings of this study are consistent with previous findings of positive 
outcomes for adult college graduates. This study extends the previous body of research 
by suggesting that the online delivery modality did not negatively affect the outcomes 
that the participants in this study experienced as a result of earning their degree. The 
previous studies of adult higher education programs, many of which pre-date online 
programs or that were focused on classroom-based programs, have found that adult 
students are generally satisfied with the outcomes of completing their programs 
(McLaughlin, 2010; Mishler, 1983; Sandmann, 2010; West & Hore, 1989a, 1989b). The 
participants in this study indicated that the online modality provided them with access to 
the outcomes of a college degree that they would not have had absent the flexibility of 
online study. 
The positive career-related and personal outcomes that study participants 
experienced are inextricably connected to the role that the Bachelor’s degree holds in 
contemporary American society, both in the workplace and in society at large. A college 
degree is seen as a key element of achieving the American Dream of economic security 
and fulfilling work (Kahlenberg, 2012). Future graduates of online degree programs 
similar to the ones associated with this study are likely to experience similar benefits so 
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long as the Bachelor’s degree remains a primary signal that a graduate is an educated 
person suitable for membership in the professional / managerial class.  
3. Part of the value of earning a degree in adulthood is the increased self-
confidence resulting from a credentialing effect. 
The reports of the participants were consistent with the credentialing effect found 
by previous researchers (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991, 2005). The credentialing effect is 
the earnings premium for those with a college degree as compared to those with an 
equivalent number of credits, but no college degree. While this study did not attempt to 
show an earnings premium, clearly the participants viewed the degree credential as 
having value over and above the learning outcomes the participants experienced. Some 
participants spoke of the degree as validating their accumulated knowledge and 
experience.  
A credentialing effect resulting in increased self-confidence may be an outcome 
of earning a Bachelor’s degree in adulthood. It is suggested that the participants in this 
research study developed important and valuable skills and abilities during the course of 
their pursuit of a Bachelor’s degree and in their life roles outside of their student role, but 
for some it was the award of the degree credential itself that gave them the confidence 
that they needed to make the most use of the qualities that had been developed. The 
presence of this credentialing confidence effect is suggested by the comments of the 
participants that after they received their degree their ideas were taken more seriously in 
the workplace, they commanded more respect on the job and in social circles, and they 
had more confidence overall. 
  115  
4. For many students, earning a Bachelor’s degree in adulthood satisfies 
deep-seated personal needs beyond career considerations. 
Until conducting this study, I did not fully understand what it means for an adult 
student to cross the chasm from non-degreed person to college graduate. While a few 
participants had little or no emotional response to earning their degree, seeing it as 
merely something necessary to meet the requirements of jobs to which they aspired, most 
participants had a deeply emotional response. These deep emotions stemmed from many 
sources, including pride in a major long-term accomplishment, pride in setting an 
example for one’s children, the satisfaction of keeping a promise made years before to 
parents, the comfort of the feeling that one could fit in with educated peers, or the relief 
of a weight lifted off one’s shoulders by banishing years of regret for failing to complete 
a Bachelor’s degree as a traditional age student. I was left with the impression that some 
of the participants saw themselves as having beat the odds associated with their former 
non-degreed circumstances and as having snatched a personal victory from the jaws of 
defeat.   
Some of the study participants, especially those that grew up in the region where 
Research U. is best known, took pride in being not only a college graduate, but of being a 
graduate of one of the good schools where the smart kids or rich kids in one’s family or 
high school went after high school. The participants hadn’t just earned any Bachelor’s 
degree, they viewed themselves as having earned a prestigious, rigorous degree that 
commands respect and admiration from important people in their worlds.  
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5. The prestige of the Research U. brand was a significant source of value 
for these graduates. 
The participants in this study believed that a Bachelor’s degree from Research U. 
is more valuable than a degree from what the participants perceived to be lesser 
universities, especially nationally marketed for-profit universities. The participants often 
recalled that the name and reputation of Research U. was a major factor in their decision 
to enroll in an online program at Research U. As graduates of Research U., the 
participants continued to receive significant value from the university’s brand. This value 
is indicated by the participants’ statements of pride in having been graduated from 
Research U., by the participants’ descriptions of how other people are impressed with 
their Research U. degree, and by the participants’ stated belief that employers specifically 
value a Research U. degree more highly than a degree from other universities, especially 
one of the nationally marketed for-profit universities. 
The value that the students received from the prestige of Research U. is in the 
subjective perception of the participants. This qualitative study was not designed to 
address the question of whether an online degree earned from Research U. was more 
valuable than other degrees as measured by objective economic variables such as pay 
differential or degree of upward career mobility. To my knowledge, no studies have been 
conducted to determine the differential economic impact on adult graduates of a 
Bachelor’s degree earned from various types of institution. However, the small number of 
previous studies of traditional age students that examined the impact of a private college 
education as compared to a public college education found little incremental economic 
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benefit to a private college education, except for graduates of the most competitive 
private institutions (Imberman, 2006; Klor de Alva & Schneider, 2011; Long, 2008).  
The eleven (11 of 24 [45%]) participants that were concerned about negative 
perceptions or stigma associated with earning a degree online felt that these negative 
perceptions or stigma were greatly reduced or eliminated by earning their degree online 
from Research U. rather than a nationally-marketed for-profit university.  
6. Degree completion resulted in increased skills and abilities and interest in 
graduate education. 
Although in their interviews the participants emphasized the overall benefits they 
associated with earning a Bachelor’s degree, a large majority of participants also 
described specific memorable learning outcomes. These learning outcomes may be 
divided into two groups: career related and non-career related. In a further indication of 
positive learning outcomes, a large number of participants had either enrolled in a 
graduate program or expressed a strong interest in doing so. 
Participants in the study, consistent with previous research, were motivated to 
complete a Bachelor’s degree in large part to obtain career-related benefits. In addition, 
the participants were often enrolled in degree programs or selected courses in subjects 
that were related to their career aspirations. Therefore it is no surprise that many 
participants recalled positive learning experiences that were directly applicable in the 
workplace.  
Reports of career-related learning benefits were more commonly heard from men 
than from women. The female participants in the study were more likely to describe 
positive learning experiences that were not directly career related. For example, some 
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female participants described memorable experiences in creative writing, religion, and 
astronomy.  
Half of the 24 participants pursued further formal academic study after 
completing their Bachelor’s degree; most commonly enrolling in a Master’s degree 
program. This finding was a surprise to me, as I assumed that after the long struggle to 
earn a Bachelor’s degree, the participants would be satisfied to be finally finished with 
school. Perhaps I subconsciously harbored an inaccurate image of these students as being 
of marginal academic ability and not well suited to graduate study. In any case, rather 
than having enough of school, the participants in the study seemed to have been inspired 
and energized academically by their experience at Research U. such that they have 
enrolled in further study in large numbers. Several participants reported that their studies 
at Research U. had been good preparation for graduate study. 
7. The economic and career benefits of a Bachelor’s degree may be stronger 
for students with specific demographic and other characteristics. 
While this small case study makes no claims to generalizability, the findings raise 
questions about the interactions between the economic and career benefits of a Bachelor’s 
degree earned in adulthood and the characteristics of the individual graduate. In 
particular, are the benefits of the Bachelor’s degree earned in adulthood dependent on the 
graduate’s career trajectory prior to earning the degree, the graduate’s age, gender or 
ethnicity, or combinations of these factors? 
All nine of the male participants in the study described positive career outcomes 
as compared with fewer than half of the female participants. However, the male 
participants averaged just under 36 years old at time of graduation as compared to an 
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average age of over 42 for the female participants. Only three (33%) of the male 
participants were 40 or older as compared to nine of the 15 women (60%). In addition, in 
contrast to the males, the female participants were more likely to have spent extended 
time outside of the workforce as stay-at-home parents and were less likely to have held 
managerial / professional jobs prior to earning their degree.  
Previous researchers have speculated that the return on earning a Bachelor’s 
degree is likely smaller the later in life it is earned (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991, 2005). 
A study of adult graduates of a Canadian management certificate program found that 
women received fewer career benefits than men (Clark & Anderson, 1992). A large scale 
quantitative study may be appropriate to help determine which student attributes, if any, 
differentially impact the economic benefits of earning a Bachelor’s degree in adulthood. 
This possible line of research is suggested below in the Recommendations section under 
“Recommendations for further research.” 
Implications 
This study suggests that online Bachelor’s degree completion programs are an 
effective way for universities to provide adult students with access to their institution and 
its degrees. The participants in this study indicated that the benefits that they sought from 
a college degree were largely realized as a result of earning an online degree from 
Research U. Universities that seek to contribute to increased degree attainment by adult 
students and by so doing help improve the life prospects of adult students should consider 
initiating or expanding online degree programs in career-related fields of study.   
The deep emotional connections that many students feel to the Bachelor’s degree 
and to Research U. can be used by marketers and program administrators to both recruit 
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and retain adult students. While the recruiting implications are obvious, the retention 
implications may be less so. Program administrators may wish to incorporate into the 
new student onboarding and orientation process identification of the deep drivers for 
degree completion for each individual student beyond career advancement. Once these 
drivers are identified and documented, developmental advising and student coaching 
activities can periodically resurface and revalidate these drivers with the student to help 
the student through the long and difficult path to degree completion.  
For example, during the onboarding and orientation process, an advisor or coach 
may work with the student to identify that the drivers for the student to complete their 
degree are improved career prospects, to set an example for a child, and to keep a 
promise made to an older parent. Should the student’s commitment to program 
completion waiver at a later date, the advisor or coach can resurface the previously 
identified student goals, revalidate their importance to the student, and hopefully re-
energize the student’s commitment to degree completion. Of course, in the event that the 
student’s goals and priorities have changed, degree completion may no longer be 
important, in which case it may be appropriate for the student to leave a program and for 
the institution to support that decision.  
This study found that participants derived significant value for their association 
with the prestige of Research U. This finding could be used by Research U. and other 
traditional universities as a basis of a marketing campaign to recruit online students. 
However, the benefit to Research U. specifically may decline as more traditional 
universities of equal stature to Research U. compete for online adult students, especially 
if the new entrants offer lower prices or other desirable program features.  
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This study suggests that traditional universities that, like Research U., enjoy a 
strong national or regional name brand and a strong academic reputation should associate 
these attributes with their online programs in their recruiting campaigns. Universities like 
Research U. may also benefit from reinforcing the prestige value of their degrees with 
enrolled students as part of their student retention efforts.  
The findings indicate that the adult undergraduate students that Research U. 
attracts value a balanced academic program. Designers of academic programs that attract 
students similar to the Research U. profile should take care to include applied courses, 
liberal arts and sciences courses, and research and writing courses that prepare a student 
for graduate school. Research universities offering adult programming can differentiate 
themselves to prospective students by emphasizing that their programs provide strong 
preparation for graduate programs. 
Recommendations  
In this section recommendations are made based on the findings, analysis, and 
conclusions of this study. The recommendations that follow are (a) recommendations for 
higher education administrators and (b) recommendations for further research. 
Recommendations for higher education administrators. Institutions of higher 
education similar to Research U. should continue to develop and grow online Bachelor’s 
degree completion programs for adult part-time students. This study suggests that such 
programs provide adult students with access they would not otherwise have to the 
positive outcomes of a college degree from a research institution. 
Research universities can create incremental value for students and differentiate 
their institutions in the marketplace through design of balanced online Bachelor’s degree 
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offerings that incorporate career preparation, general liberal arts and sciences education, 
and preparation for graduate school. 
When working with adult undergraduate students, colleges and universities should 
consider both typical and student-specific motivations for degree attainment and use this 
knowledge to help students persist to graduation. 
Traditional universities need to plan for scenarios in which changes in the larger 
social and economic environment threaten their delivery and pricing models for online 
degree programs. The participants in this study made the decision to attend and persist at 
Research U. based on the value proposition that it offered relative to alternatives. As the 
elements of this value proposition that are external to the institution change, program 
planners and strategists need to make sure they are pursuing a viable competitive strategy 
for online education consistent with the institution’s larger mission.  
It seems clear that the most important goal of study participants was to earn a 
Bachelor’s degree. A secondary consideration was the incremental value that a degree 
from Research U. offered. Research U. needs to plan for both the possibility that the 
Bachelor’s degree itself comes under threat and that students begin to question the price 
premium that Research U. charges. Finally, students may become less tolerant of the 
inconsistent course delivery that some participants experienced at Research U.  
To the extent that the societal role of the Bachelor’s degree is undermined by 
disruptive educational innovations, the value proposition of the Bachelor’s degree may 
become less attractive to adult students. Ultimately such a scenario would undermine the 
financial viability of online programs at traditional universities as more adult students 
chose lower priced learning and credentialing options. The higher education and popular 
  123  
press is replete with stories about low-cost Internet-based educational innovations that 
have the potential to provide students with higher education outcomes at a fraction of the 
cost of a Bachelor’s degree from a traditional university (Carey, 2012; Mangan, 2012; 
Pappano, 2012). Examples of these innovations are Massive Open Online Courses 
(MOOCs), badges, stackable credentials, and certificates. There is little indication that 
employers or the general public currently see these innovations and new credentialing 
methods as substitutes for a Bachelor’s degree, but the trends bear watching, especially as 
concerns mount about the high cost and debt burden associated with traditional higher 
education. 
The second threat to the online programs at institutions like Research U. is 
competing degree programs offered at lower tuition rates by institutions of comparable 
reputation. Unless Research U. and similar high-tuition institutions can justify their 
higher prices, they may see either greatly restricted enrollment growth or shrinking 
enrollments. If institutions with high cost – high value models do not deliver on the value 
side of the equation in the view of the student, they will be forced to adopt lower pricing 
and lower cost delivery methods that would change the basic character of their programs, 
most likely by replacing one-on-one faculty-student interaction with technological 
substitutes.  
Institutions like Research U. may encounter a combination of the two threats, with 
innovative universities incorporating into their online degree delivery models innovative 
low cost practices that start out outside of the degree umbrella. Incorporation of these 
practices could lower the overall cost of delivery of an online Bachelor’s degree program 
and increase the pressure on high cost models.  
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Some participants reported inconsistent course quality, mainly related to the level 
of engagement of the instructor. These participant observations are to some degree 
related to the tension in traditional universities between freedom of action of the faculty 
and implementation of the kind of quality control models employed by commercial 
service businesses. While on the one hand institutions like Research U. can differentiate 
themselves by the quality of the faculty that are attracted to teach at a research institution, 
on the other hand, today’s students have increasingly high expectations for world class 
service based on their experience with leading Internet-based companies. In the case of 
Research U., tolerance for uneven course quality is further reduced due to the premium 
tuition rates that students are charged relative to competing providers.  
The data collected from the participants in this study suggest that program 
administrators at institutions like Research U. need to find ways to keep quality problems 
from reaching students. However, care should be taken to not detract from the 
atmosphere that attracts the faculty that make the learning experience at a prestige 
university, when at its best, unique and great. In institutions with a tradition of faculty / 
administrative shared governance, one possible path would be to challenge faculty as 
collective learning communities to devise effective training, mentoring and oversight 
programs that assure that minimum quality standards are met while still allowing for 
experiment, innovation, and academic freedom. 
Institutions such as Research U. can only sustain high cost – high price - high 
value online delivery models so long as students perceive that the value of the outcomes 
justifies the price. Institutions with good academic reputations and high rankings such as 
Research U. enjoy a monopoly on their own brand and goodwill developed over a long 
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period of time. These advantages differentiate program offerings and partially insulate 
prestige institutions from pricing pressure. However, as comparable reputation 
institutions enter the market at lower prices and drastically lower priced credentialing 
options are developed, institutions like Research U. need to have a clear strategy as to 
what competitive dimensions they wish to compete on and what the implications are for 
enrollment growth.  
Recommendations for further research. Further studies are recommended to 
gain a more comprehensive understanding of the benefits enjoyed by adult graduates of 
online Bachelor’s degree completion programs. The findings of this case study are 
situated in the particular context of this case. The responses of the participants raised 
questions that could not be answered in this single case study but may warrant further 
inquiry. These questions involve issues such as the possible effect of student 
characteristics on the outcomes experienced from earning a Bachelor’s degree in 
adulthood, and the possible effect of other variables such as the characteristics of the 
institution granting the degree.   
The following studies should be considered: 
1. Study of other adult populations such as those attending open enrollment 
institutions and lower cost institutions to determine whether the findings of 
this study hold for these populations. 
2. A quantitative survey-based study informed by the results of this study to help 
determine if the findings of this study are generalizable to the broad 
population of adult undergraduate degree completion students.  
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3. Additional studies designed to understand the interaction effects between 
individual student attributes and the value that adult students receive from 
completing an online Bachelor’s degree completion program in adulthood. 
Characteristics to be considered may include prior career trajectory, age, 
gender, and ethnicity. 
4. Additional studies designed to determine how the outcomes of completing an 
online Bachelor’s degree in adulthood are impacted by the characteristics of 
the institution (public vs. private vs. for profit, selective vs. open enrollment, 
highly ranked vs. lower ranked, etc.). 
Summary 
This qualitative case study was designed to improve our understanding of the 
outcomes experienced by the adult degree completer and our understanding of the 
contextual and environmental factors that may affect these outcomes. Through the 
analysis and interpretation of data collected in interviews of 24 adult undergraduate 
degree completers that were graduated from a large private urban East Coast research 
university, significant light has been shed on these questions for this group of graduates. 
The results of this study suggest that these graduates, in the words of one of them, 
“got what they came for” and much more. What each experienced was a significant life 
change. Through completing their Bachelor’s degree, they improved their career 
prospects, made a better life for themselves and their families, learned new things and 
developed new skills, experienced the sense of accomplishment of finishing what they 
started years before, and earned the right to be recognized as a college graduate. The 
participants in the study were clearly proud of their accomplishment and particularly 
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proud of having graduated from a well-regarded research university. Many of the 
participants were inspired to continue on to graduate school. 
While additional research is needed to determine whether the results found here 
are applicable to other populations of adults that attain a Bachelor’s degree in adulthood, 
this study should encourage institutions of higher education to continue to develop and 
grow their online Bachelor’s degree completion programs in order to allow access to the 
benefits of a college degree to more adult working students.  
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